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Introduction 


Dominik Perler 

Humboldt-Universitaty Berlin 


A special issue dedicated to Aristotelian psychology in the period between 
1250 and 1650 hardly requires extensive explanation or justification. Aristote- 
lianism was so dominant in this period, and De anima gave rise to such a 
considerable number of commentaries, disputed questions and treatises, that 
it would be surprising if the fate of this text did not attract the interest of his¬ 
torians of philosophy. In fact, it would be astonishing if anyone interested not 
just in psychology but in philosophy of nature in general neglected to look at 
the way De anima shaped philosophical debates. After all, this text is a crucial 
part of Aristotle’s writings on natural philosophy, and commentators read it as 
a work belonging to this part of philosophy, often along with Physica, De sensu 
etsensato, De generatione et corruptione and other writings dealing with natural 
philosophy. Anyone who wants to understand how nature was conceived by 
medieval and early modern philosophers ought to look at the way they 
explained the soul as part of nature—as something that is not opposed to liv¬ 
ing bodies or simply added to them, but that functions as “the principle of 
life” and that makes living bodies the very things they are. That is why a study 
of the soul is a crucial part of the study of nature. 

Nevertheless, the title of this issue may give rise to some doubt, perhaps 
even to irritation. I would like to mention three questions one might ask quite 
spontaneously when reading the title. First, one might wonder why the word 
“transformations” is used as a key word. Should we not talk in a more modest 
way about commentaries on Aristotelian texts? After all, it was the commen¬ 
tary literature that played a crucial role in the transmission of Aristotle’s theory 
of the soul from ancient to modern times. Therefore, one should examine the 
commentaries, both their content and their special form, and compare them 
to the original texts. 

Second, one may ask why the old-fashioned word “soul” is emphasized in 
the title. Of course, Aristotle and his commentators wrote about the soul, 
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explicitly using the words “ psyche ” and “ animri ”. And Aristotle conceived of 
the soul as an all-embracing principle of life, including the vegetative aspects, 
not only as a principle of mental life. But would it not be more appropriate to 
talk about the mind when looking at the Aristotelian tradition from a modern 
point of view, thereby paying attention to those parts of Aristotelian psychol¬ 
ogy that explain the mind and its relation to the body? And should we not 
focus on the account given of features that are characteristic of the mind, say, 
of intentionality and consciousness? 

Third, one may ask why the title puts an emphasis on the period between 
1250 and 1650. Why is there no mention of the Middle Ages, the Renaissance 
and the Early Modern Period, as it is the case in so many handbooks and 
encyclopedias? And why is no priority given to one of these three periods? In 
each of them there are plenty of authors and texts that deserve to be analyzed. 
So, why should one cover such a long period? 

Let me sketch an answer to each of these questions. I hope this will not only 
shed some light on my motivation for preparing this issue, but also hint at 
some methodological problems we need to take into account when approach¬ 
ing the field of Aristotelian psychology. In fact, methodological concerns are 
as important as concerns with textual details, because methodological deci¬ 
sions set the framework for an analysis of individual texts and have an impact 
not only on the solutions presented to various problems but also on the very 
problems that are posed. 

Let me start with the first question. Why should we talk about transforma¬ 
tions? When a transformation occurs, there is neither a simple continuation of 
something existing, nor a sharp break with the old or a revolution that sweeps 
it away and replaces it with something new. A transformation rather is a long 
and steady process in which something new is growing out of something that 
already exists. What is so interesting about a transformation is the fact that the 
starting point and the end point of the process are utterly dissimilar, even 
though there are numerous stages in between that are strikingly similar to each 
other. Take the example of the caterpillar that, becoming a butterfly, goes 
through various stages of transformation. In its second stage it is quite similar 
to how it was in its first stage, and in its third stage it is still quite similar to 
how it was in its second stage. Nevertheless, the last stage yields something 
new that is completely dissimilar to the animal in the first stage. This surpris¬ 
ing process is possible because an internal as well as an external change is tak¬ 
ing place. The caterpillar changes itself internally by creating a cocoon and 
restructuring its organism. At the same time, the external conditions (the sea- 
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sonal temperature, the light, the humidity in the air, etc.) change as well and 
heavily influence the development of the caterpillar. 

Studying the evolution of Aristotelian psychology in the period between the 
thirteenth and the seventeenth century, we can observe a similar process of 
transformation. What we see at the starting point, namely the first commen¬ 
taries by Richard Rufus, Albert the Great and other Latin authors (not to 
mention their Arabic predecessors), is strikingly different from what we detect 
when we examine the end point and read the Conimbricenses or Eustachius a 
Sancto Paulo. We discover even more differences when we look at Descartes, 
Cureau de la Chambre and other early modern philosophers who openly crit¬ 
icize Aristotle but nevertheless use many Aristotelian elements, often without 
acknowledging it. In spite of the striking differences between the starting 
point and the end point, we find many intermediate stages that are quite 
similar to each other. This gives rise to a simple but fundamental question: 
how was it possible for such a transformation to occur? How could non- 
Aristotelian or even anti-Aristotelian theories grow out of a long Aristotelian 
tradition? How could Descartes’ theory of the soul be as dissimilar to Albert 
the Great s theory as the butterfly is dissimilar to the caterpillar and neverthe¬ 
less rely on scholastic sources? The traditional answer would be: because a 
scientific revolution occurred in the seventeenth century, which swept away 
the old Aristotelian tradition, despite the presence this tradition still had in 
the university curricula. But this answer would be too simple. Steven Shapin 
opened his book about the scientific revolution with the provocative thesis 
that “there was no such thing as the scientific revolution.” 1 That is, there never 
was a moment of radical change or conversion in which an entire theoretical 
program was replaced with a new one. There rather were various changes, 
additions, shifts and modifications that gradually created a new theoretical 
framework. 

It seems to me that it is helpful to look at the history of Aristotelian psy¬ 
chology in the same way as Shapin approached the history of physics: not in 
terms of revolution, but of transformation. We need to ask what kind of 
changes, additions and modifications created a new theoretical framework, 
and we ought to examine how new elements were combined with old ones— 
even if the so-called modern philosophers polemically denied that they used 
any old elements. Moreover, we should look at numerous stages between 
Albert the Great and Descartes, stages that were in many respects similar to 


!) Steven Shapin, The Scientific Revolution (Chicago & London, 1996), 1. 
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each other but nevertheless gradually changed the theoretical framework. 
When we carefully analyze these stages, we can detect modifications that 
affected central elements of the original Aristotelian theory, for instance 
changes concerning an explanation of the different parts of the soul, of its 
causal power and its relation to the body. 

Like in the case of the caterpillar, both internal and external changes took 
place. That is, on the one hand there was a reinterpretation of key concepts 
inside the Aristotelian community. Metaphorically speaking, one may say 
that Aristotelians were spinning some kind of cocoon when engaging in scho¬ 
lastic debates—a cocoon that enabled them to test and re-examine key con¬ 
cepts. In this process of reinterpreting and assessing basic elements of the old 
theory, different groups of Aristotelians were opposing each other. For 
instance, Scotists were attacking Thomists when explaining the relationship 
between the various faculties of the soul, and Ockhamists were fighting 
against Scotists when giving an account of the cognitive mechanisms that 
take place in the soul. On the other hand, there were also external changes, 
due to influences from other traditions. For example, Neoplatonic theories of 
causation had an impact on the way Aristotelians explained the causal power 
of the soul, and Arabic theories of vision influenced the way they analyzed 
acts of perception. 

Both internal and external changes made a long process of transformation 
possible. We can detect this process not only when looking at commentaries 
in the strict sense, but also when studying other sources (treatises, letters, dis¬ 
puted questions, commentaries on the Sentences , etc.), in some cases even 
when reading texts that may look anti-Aristotelian at first sight but that reveal 
many Aristotelian elements when inspected more closely. WTiat is so fascinat¬ 
ing about these texts is not only the way they present original Aristotelian 
ideas, but also the way they add new ones or substantially modify Aristotelian 
theses, even when affirming to be faithful to the philosophus. 

Let me now turn to the second question. Why should we talk about the 
soul and not simply about the mind? In contemporary philosophy it seems 
quite natural that the mind—not the soul—poses a special problem because 
the mind has special features that need to be explained. Thus, we notice that 
intentionality is a special feature and ask why this is so. Why are mental states 
about something? And why can this “aboutness” not be reduced to properties 
of bodily states? Likewise, we notice that consciousness is a special feature and 
ask again why it is so difficult or even impossible to reduce it to properties of 
bodily states. In all these discussions we take it for granted that there are well¬ 
functioning bodily states which provide the basis for mental states. 
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When turning to the Aristotelian tradition, we see that some of these ques¬ 
tions were given as much attention in the period between 1250 and 1650 as 
they receive today. In particular, the problem of intentionality was widely dis¬ 
cussed; scholastic authors even created the technical term “ intentio ”. 2 Looking 
closely at their debates, however, we see that it was not simply the mind or the 
intellect that posed a problem for them. Aquinas, Buridan, Suarez and many 
others did not only ask how and why acts of thinking are intentional. They 
were equally intrigued by the question of how and why acts of seeing, hearing 
or smelling are intentional. When analyzing these sensory acts, all Aristote¬ 
lians agreed that they take place in bodily organs and that we need to look at 
bodily changes if we want to explain them. That is why they did not draw a 
sharp line between non-intentional bodily acts and intentional mental acts. 
They rather studied different types of intentional acts; some of them were 
located in the external and internal senses, others in the immaterial intellect. 
Moreover, they were not concerned with the issue of reduction but unani¬ 
mously agreed that the immaterial intellect has its own acts that should care¬ 
fully be distinguished from acts that take place in the material sense organs. In 
fact, Aristotelians looked for a detailed description of various types of inten¬ 
tional acts. Those on the immaterial level were considered to be as important 
as those on the material one. 

I hope this example shows that it would be misleading to use a modern 
framework, asking how Aristotelians explained intentionality as a special, 
non-reducible feature of the mind. It was not just the mind that was intrigu¬ 
ing them. They were more interested in the soul as a whole, comprising sen¬ 
sory and intellectual capacities, and in the way it can have intentional acts on 
different levels. They wanted to know what kind of levels there are and what 
acts or states are possible on each of them. Of course, they did not neglect to 
pay attention to the intellect as the highest level. But they were well aware that 
it is just one level and that its function cannot be understood unless one also 
examines the lower levels. In order to understand Aristotelian psychology we 
need to analyze how the intellect was explained in its relation to other parts or 
capacities of the soul. In fact, one could speak about a mind-soul problem that 
played a prominent role. The crucial question for many Aristotelians was how 
the mind, responsible for thinking, can be explained within the framework of 
a theory that takes the soul to be the principle of life, responsible for many 
vital functions. How, for instance, is thinking related to seeing and smelling, 


2) See Dominik Perler, Theorien der Intentionalitdt im Mittelalter (Frankfurt am Main, 2002), 
11-23. 
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but also to imagining and desiring? How can there be one soul that is respon¬ 
sible for so many different functions? And how can this complex soul be in a 
body or even make a piece of matter a living body with a specific set of vital 
functions? In light of these questions one should embed Aristotelian discus¬ 
sions into wider debates about the nature and function of the soul, thus deal¬ 
ing with the mind-soul problem as much as with the famous mind-body 
problem. 

Let me now turn to the third and last question. Why does the title simply 
mention the time between 1250 and 1650 without referring to the three clas¬ 
sical periods Middle Ages, Renaissance and Early Modern Philosophy? Accord¬ 
ing to an influential historiographic tradition that can still be found in many 
textbooks, one should favor one of these periods when speaking about Aristo¬ 
telian psychology, namely the Middle Ages, because this period was the “hey¬ 
day” of Aristotelianism. The traditional story runs as follows: Aristotelianism 
dominated philosophical debates throughout the Middle Ages and was respon¬ 
sible for the emergence of so-called scholastic philosophy. Therefore, later 
periods can be defined in terms of their relation to Aristotelianism. Renais¬ 
sance philosophy as a rebirth of Platonism rejected many aspects of Aristote¬ 
lianism, and early modern philosophy definitely broke with this tradition, 
introducing instead new theories under the influence of mechanistic physics. 
When this explanatory scheme is applied to theories of the soul, the tradi¬ 
tional story continues as follows: while medieval philosophers had subscribed 
to hylomorphism, Renaissance philosophers reintroduced Platonic elements 
and favored a dualist theory. Seventeenth-century philosophers rejected both 
traditions and introduced new theories, ranging from new types of dualism 
to materialism and idealism. On the line of this interpretation it hardly 
makes sense to look at the entire period between 1250 and 1650 without mak¬ 
ing subdivisions. And it makes even less sense to speak about Aristotelian 
psychology as some kind of common ground. 

Although this historiographic approach has repeatedly come under attack, 
it is still present in many curricula that neatly separate courses in medieval, 
Renaissance and early modern philosophy. And it is equally present on the 
book market with numerous introductions separately discussing each of these 
three periods. However, a closer look at the traditional scheme reveals that it 
is utterly misleading. First of all, Aristotelianism did not simply die out in the 
Renaissance and in the early modern period. There were more commentaries 
on Aristotle in the fifteenth and the sixteenth century than in the entire so- 
called medieval period before, as Charles Lohr made clear when establishing a 
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list of the extant manuscripts. 3 Even in the seventeenth century, when phi¬ 
losophers were increasingly opposing Aristotelianism, there was still a lively 
debate among Aristotelians. 4 It would therefore be misleading to talk about 
three distinct epochs and to define them in terms of their attitude towards 
Aristotle. It was precisely the presence of Aristotelianism that created a conti¬ 
nuity from the thirteenth to the early seventeenth century. Whether one stud¬ 
ies Aquinas, Buridan, Pomponazzi, Suarez or Eustachius a Sancto Paulo, they 
all took Aristotle as their starting point and came up with their own interpre¬ 
tations within a common framework. Even critics like Descartes and Cureau 
de la Chambre can hardly be understood if they are not seen as being related 
to this framework. 

Furthermore, it is always dangerous to talk about periods or epochs as some 
kind of historical entities that follow each other almost naturally. They are 
themselves historical products, and their definition varies from one generation 
to the next, sometimes even from one historian to the next. As it is well known, 
there is no agreement about a definition of the highly controversial period 
labeled “Middle Ages.” Some think that it ended in the early fourteenth cen¬ 
tury with Dante and Petrarca, others argue that it continued until the rise of 
modern physics in the early seventeenth century, and still others defend the 
view that there was a long moyen age that collapsed only with the French Revo¬ 
lution. Given these strikingly different attempts to define a period, it is hardly 
helpful to make a clear cut between different periods and to look for general 
labels under which authors belonging to a certain period could be subsumed. 
One should rather look at individual authors and ask how they dealt with 
specific problems within the theoretical framework of their time. Thus, when 
talking about psychology, one should not simply oppose so-called Renaissance 
authors to medieval philosophers in general but ask how a specific author, 
say, Lorenzo Valla, developed a theory of the soul, how he used some Aristote¬ 
lian elements and rejected others, how he criticized some predecessors and 


3) See Charles H. Lohr, “Renaissance Latin Aristotle Commentaries”, Studies in the Renaissance 
21 (1974) and Renaissance Quarterly 28-35 (1975-82). On the presence of Aristotelianism in 
Renaissance theories of the soul, see the concise survey by Emily Michael, “Renaissance Theories 
of Body, Soul, and Mind”, in Psyche and Soma. Physicians and Metaphysicians on the Mind-Body 
Problem from Antiquity to Enlightenment , ed. J. P. Wright & P. Potter (Oxford, 2000), 147-172. 

4) For an overview, see Christia Mercer, “The Vitality and Importance of Early Modern Aristo¬ 
telianism”, in: The Rise of Modern Philosophy , ed. by T. Sorell (Oxford, 1993), 33-67; M. W. F. 
Stone, “Scholastic Schools and Early Modern Philosophy”, in: The Cambridge Companion to 
Early Modem Philosophy , ed. D. Rutherford (Cambridge & New York, 2006), 299-327. 



230 [8] 


D. Perler / Vivarium 46 (2008) 223-231 


followed others when explaining various features of the soul. Likewise, it is 
hardly helpful to talk about a strict opposition between the so-called early 
modern philosophers Descartes and Cureau de la Chambre and their medieval 
predecessors. One should rather examine where they followed some specific 
predecessors and where they left their paths. Only then are we able to draw a 
detailed picture of the philosophical controversies that took place in the years 
between 1250 and 1650—controversies that took place between individual 
philosophers, not between such abstract and highly artificial entities as “medi¬ 
eval philosophy”, “Renaissance philosophy” and “early modern philosophy.” 

When explaining the ontological status of individual things, Ockham 
defended the principle that each singular thing is by itself something singular. 5 
Perhaps this principle can also be applied to the study of past philosophers: 
each of them is by himself an individual who defends a certain position for his 
own reasons. If we want to understand him, we need to reconstruct his argu¬ 
ments, compare them with arguments presented by other individual philoso¬ 
phers, and assess them within the framework that was dominant in his time. 
This is the main reason why the neutral expression “from 1250 to 1650” was 
chosen for the title of this issue. I hope this will enable readers to approach 
each text without being guided by dubious historiographic categories, and 
allow them to reach a deeper understanding of how and why the Aristotelian 
theory that served as the framework for many individual philosophers was 
eventually transformed. 

The articles included in this issue are based on papers presented at a workshop 
of the European Science Foundation (ESF) program “From Natural Philoso¬ 
phy to Science,” which took place at Humboldt University and the Berlin 
Brandenburg Academy of Arts and Science in Berlin on November 16-18, 
2006. I am very grateful to the ESF for its generous financial support, to the 
members of the steering committee for making the workshop possible, to my 
colleagues and collaborators at Humboldt University for helping me to orga¬ 
nize the workshop, and to all the participants for their stimulating presenta¬ 
tions and contributions to lively discussions. I owe a special debt to Simone 
Ungerer for helping me with the unrewarding task of preparing the papers for 
publication, and to the editors of Vivarium who accepted to include them in 
a special issue. 


5) William Ockham, Scriptum in librum primum Sententiarum (Ordinatio), dist. 2, q. 6, in 
Opera theologica II, ed. S. Brown & G. Gal (New York, 1970), 196: “... quaelibet res singularis 
se ipsa est singularis.” 



D. Perler / Vivarium 46 (2008) 223-231 


[9] 231 


Bibliography 

Lohr, Charles H., “Renaissance Latin Aristotle Commentaries”, Studies in the Renaissance 21 
(1974) and Renaissance Quarterly 28-35 (1975-82). 

Mercer, Christia, “The Vitality and Importance of Early Modern Aristotelianism”, in: The Rise of 
Modem Philosophy , ed. T. Sorell (Oxford, 1993), 33-67. 

Michael, Emily, “Renaissance Theories of Body, Soul, and Mind”, in Psyche and Soma. Physicians 
and Metaphysicians on the Mind-Body Problem from Antiquity to Enlightenment , ed. J. P. Wright 
& P. Potter (Oxford, 2000), 147-172. 

Perler, Dominik, Theorien der Intentionalitat im Mittelalter (Frankfurt am Main, 2002). 

Shapin, Steven, The Scientific Revolution (Chicago & London, 1996). 

Stone, M.W.F. “Scholastic Schools and Early Modern Philosophy”, in: The Cambridge Compan¬ 
ion to Early Modem Philosophy, ed. D. Rutherford (Cambridge & New York, 2006), 299- 
327. 

William Ockham, Scriptum in libmm primum Sententiarum (Ordinatio), dist. 2, q. 6, in Opera 
theologica II, ed. S. Brown & G. Gal (New York, 1970). 






BRILL 


VIVA 

RIUM 

Vivarium 46 (2008) 232-252 www.brill.nl/viv 


The Early Albertus Magnus and his Arabic Sources 
on the Theory of the Soul 
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Abstract 

Albertus Magnus favours the Aristotelian definition of the soul as the first actuality or 
perfection of a natural body having life potentially. But he interprets Aristotle’s vocab¬ 
ulary in a way that it becomes compatible with the separability of the soul from the 
body. The term “perfectio” is understood as referring to the soul’s activity only, not to 
its essence. The term “forma” is avoided as inadequate for defining the soul’s essence. 
The soul is understood as a substance which exists independently of its actions and its 
body. The article shows that Albertus’ terminological decisions continue a tradition reach¬ 
ing from the Greek commentators, and John Philoponos in particular, to Avicenna. 
Albertus’ position on another important issue is also influenced by Arabic sources. His 
defense of the unity of the soul’s vegetative, animal and rational parts rests on argu¬ 
ments from Avicenna and Averroes. It is shown that Aver roes’ position on the problem 
is not clearcut: he advocates the unity thesis, but also teaches the plurality of the 
generic and individual forms in man. This double stance is visible in the Latin recep¬ 
tion of Averroes’ works, and also in Albertus, who presents Averroes both as supporter 
and opponent of the plurality thesis. 

Keywords 

Albertus Magnus, Avicenna, Averroes, medieval Latin philosophy, Arabic philosophy, 
De anima , philosophy of the soul 


Albertus Magnus* philosophy of the soul has received a good amount of schol¬ 
arly attention. It has always been part of these efforts to understand Albertus 


1} I am grateful for criticism and advice from Friedemann Buddensiek, Jorn Muller and Matteo 
di Giovanni and from the participants of colloquia in Berlin, November 2005, and Freiburg im 
Breisgau, January 2007, where this paper was presented. Research for this paper was funded by 
the Volkswagen Foundation. 
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dependence upon Arabic sources in Latin translation. In his early works, such 
as the De homine and the Commentary on the Sentences , which he wrote when 
he first came to Paris in the early 1240s, Albertus incorporates an enormous 
range of philosophical sources, among them many of Arabic origin, with the 
result that his standpoint is coloured by Arabic theories. In later works, for 
instance in De anima of the 1250s, Albertus distances himself from some of 
these philosophical traditions. It was his apparent motive to formulate a philo¬ 
sophical standpoint closer to Aristotle’s. 

In the literature on Albertus’ psychology and its Arabic sources there is a 
theme which deserves closer attention than it has hitherto received: the Arabic 
background to Albertus’ definition of the soul. Scholarship of the past few 
decades has focused on other topics: Albertus’ intellect theory and his faculty 
psychology. 2 On the surface, there does not seem much to discuss. Albertus 
criticizes what he calls Plato’s definition of the soul as an incorporeal substance 
which is self-moving and, in virtue of this, moves the body, 3 and he distances 
himself from Seneca’s and Alfred of Sareshel’s definitions, because they do not 
define the soul with respect to the body. 4 As a result, Albertus sides with, or at 

2) Examples are Alain de Libera, Albert le Grand et la philosophic (Paris, 1990), Dag Nikolaus 
Hasse, “Das Lehrstiick von den vier Intellekten in der Scholastik: von den arabischen Quellen 
bis zu Albertus Magnus”, Recherches de Theologie et Philosophic medievales 66 (1999), 21-77, 
Hendryk Anzulewicz, “Konzeptionen und Perspektiven der Sinneswahrnehmung im System 
Alberts des Grossen”, Micrologus 10 (2002), 199-238, Hendryk Anzulewicz, “Entwicklung und 
Stellung der Intellekttheorie im System des Albertus Magnus”, Archives d'histoire doctrinale et 
litteraire du moyen Age 70 (2003), 163-218, Alain de Libera, Metaphysique et noetique: Albert le 
Grand (Paris, 2005), Loris Sturlese, Vemunft und Gluck: die Lehre vom ,intellectus adeptus* und die 
mentale Gluckseligkeit bei Albert dem Grofien (Munster, 2005), Loris Sturlese, “,Intellectus adep- 
tus‘: L’intelletto e i suoi limiti secondo Alberto il Grande e la sua scuola”, in Intellect et imagina¬ 
tion dans la Philosophie Medievale, ed. M.C. Pacheco & J.F. Meirinhos, 3 vols (Turnhout, 2006), 
1: 305-321, Jorn Muller, “Der Einflufi der arabischen Intellektspekulation auf die Ethik des 
Albertus Magnus”, in Wissen iiber Grenzen: Arabisches Wissen und lateinisches Mittelalter , ed. A. 
Speer & L. Wegener (Berlin & New York, 2006), 545-568. 

3) Albertus Magnus, De homine (Summa de creaturis, secunda pars), Opera omnia, ed. A. Borgnet, 
vol. 35 (Paris, 1896), qu. 3, 20: “Dicit enim Plato quod anima est substantia incorporea movens 
corpus.” Cf. qu. 3, a. 1, sol., 28: “Dicendum quod anima non movetur aliqua specie motus, ut 
probant philosophi, Aristoteles et Avicenna, Averroes, Constabulinus, Alpharabius et Collecta- 
nus [i.e. Gundisalvi] et multi alii naturales. Movet autem corpus ipsa existens immobilis per se.” 

4) Albertus Magnus, De homine , qu. 3, 20: “Seneca autem dicit quod anima est spiritus intel- 
lectualis ad habitudinem in se et in corpore ordinatus. In libro secundo De motu cordis sic 
diffinitur: Anima est substantia incorporea, susceptiva illuminationum, quae sunt a primo.” 
Cf. qu. 3, a. 2, sol., 30: “Dicendum quod istae duae diffinitiones datae sunt de anima in compa- 
ratione ad optimum, et quia hoc percipit sine corpore, propter hoc non faciunt mentionem de 
corpore.” 
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least shows his clear sympathies for, Aristotle’s definition as formulated in De 
anima II. 1 (4l2a27): “We shall therefore posit the definition of the soul, 
as stated at the beginning of the second book of De anima , where the philoso¬ 
pher says: The soul is the first actuality of a natural body having life poten¬ 
tially”: Anima estprimus actus corporisphysicipotentia vitam habentis? Albertus’ 
Arabic sources, Avicenna (Ibn Sina) and Averroes (Ibn Rushd) in particular, 
also adopt Aristotle’s definition. Albertus does not seem to do more than to 
continue the Peripatetic tradition of defining the soul as the actuality of the 
body. Finally, it is well known that Albertus Magnus—in line with many other 
scholastic writers—is much influenced by Avicenna’s De anima , but the main 
body of this influence concerns Avicenna’s faculty psychology and not the 
theory of the soul proper. The first four chapters of Avicenna’s De anima, 
which present his concept of the soul, are rarely quoted and discussed in the 
Latin West—even by Albertus Magnus, the most knowledgable of all Latin 
readers of Avicenna. 5 6 The chapters 1.1-4 were nevertheless influential, both 
among the masters of arts and the theologians. 7 Several scholars have pointed 
out the fact that Albertus’ definition and theory of the soul is coloured by 
Arabic sources: Albertus follows Avicenna in teaching that “one must distin¬ 
guish what the soul is in itself from what it is in relation to the body”, 8 and he 
adopts Avicenna’s contention that Aristotle’s analysis of the soul “was focused 
on the function and not the essence of the soul”. 9 These are general state¬ 
ments, which need to be supplemented with evidence. This is the aim of the 
present paper. 

My focus is on the early Albertus Magnus, and, specifically, the author of 
the Summa de homine and of the Commentary on the Sentences , who still treats 
Greek and Arabic sources with equal sympathy. Since the older Albertus 
changes his mind on several issues, it is important not to confuse his writings 


5) Albertus Magnus, De homine , qu. 4, 31, Ober den Menschen: De homine, select ed. and Ger¬ 
man transl. by H. Anzulewicz & J. R. Soder (Hamburg, 2004), 46 (I cite qu. 4 a.l and qu. 7 
a. 1 after this latter edition): “Ponamus ergo diffinitionem animae, quae ponitur in secundo De 
anima in principio, ubi sic dicit Philosophus:...”. 

6) Scholastic references to the first four chapters of Avicennas De anima are listed in Dag 
Nikolaus Hasse, Avicenna's De Anima in the Latin West: The Formation of a Peripatetic Philosophy 
of the Soul, 1160-1300 (London & Turin, 2000), 234-240. 

7) As shown by Bernardo Carlos Bazan, “The Human Soul: Form and Substance? Thomas Aqui¬ 
nas’ Critique of Eclectic Aristotelian ism”, Archives dhistoire doctrinale et litteraire du moyen Age 
64 (1997), 93-126. 

8) Richard C. Dales, The Problem of the Rational Soul in the Thirteenth Century (Leiden & New 
York & Cologne, 1995), 90. 

9) Markus L. Fiihrer, “Albert the Great”, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. E. N. 
Zalta (Spring 2006 Edition). 
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from different periods. The three major Arabic figures on whom Albertus draws 
are Avicenna, Averroes and Ibn Gabirol, the Jewish philosopher of eleventh- 
century Andalusia. 10 The latter was known in Latin as Avicebron. Ibn Gabirol, 
as a Jew, usually figures in histories of Jewish philosophy; in this context, he is 
subsumed under Arabic philosophy because his philosophical writings were all 
in Arabic. 


1. Albertus’Theory of the Soul 

The first section of this article is devoted to Albertus’ theory itself, the second 
section to the question whether Albertus prolongs Arabic traditions in this 
matter. Albertus’ theory will be described with respect to four topics: the defi¬ 
nition of the soul, the composite or simple nature of the soul, the relation of 
the soul to its faculties, and the unity or plurality of substance. 

(1) First: the definition of the soul. As I have indicated above, Albertus, in 
De homine , shows his preference for the Aristotelian definition as the first 
actuality of a natural body. But Albertus rarely calls the soul the form of the 
body. Instead, he prefers the terms actus primus or perfectio {actus is the term 
chosen by the Greek-Latin translator of Aristotle, perfectio by the Arabic-Latin 
translator), 11 because these terms make the soul less dependent upon the 
body. 12 It is in accordance with this standpoint that Albertus does not main¬ 
tain that the soul imparts corporeality to matter—whereas this is exactly what 
Thomas Aquinas teaches later. Aquinas, famously, insists that the soul is the 
form of the body on the grounds that it is the soul’s essence which is united to 
the body; this is a major divide between Albertus and his pupil. 13 


10) Less influential than these three authors is Qusta ibn Luqa, De differentia spiritus et animae-, 
Albertus invokes his authority, under the name of “Constabulinus”, in support of the thesis that 
the soul is a substance in: De homine , qu. 2, a. 1, sed contra 1, lib, and that the soul is incorpo¬ 
real, ibid., qu. 2, a. 2, sed contra 1-5, 14, and against Plato’s definition of the soul as self-moving, 
ibid., qu. 3, a.l, sol., 28a. Further references are in qu. 1, a. 1, 9b and in qu. 4, a. 5, 49b. 
n) The Greek-Latin translation of 11,1 4l2a27-28 is printed in: Albertus Magnus, De anima y 

Opera omnia... edenda_curavit Institutum Alberti Magni Coloniense, vol. 7.1, ed. C. Stroick 

(Munster, 1968), 66; the Arabic-Latin is in: Averroes , Commentarium magnum in Aristotelis De 
anima libros , ed. F. S. Crawford (Cambridge, Mass., 1953), 136. See the convenient list of Aris¬ 
totelian definitions current in 12th- and 13th-century translation literature in Daniel A. Callus, 
“The Treatise of John Blund ‘On the Soul’ ”, in Autour dAristote: recueil d’etudes de philosophie 
ancienne et medievale offert ci Monseigneur A. Mansion (Louvain, 1955), 490-491. 

,2) Albertus Magnus, De homine , qu. 4, a. 1, ad 6, 35a. 

13) For an analysis of Thomas’ position within its historical context, see Bazan, “The Human 
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(2) The second topic, the composite nature of the soul, concerns the thesis 
which is usually termed “universal hylomorphism”. The partisans of this the¬ 
ory claim that all immaterial beings, such as the soul and the intelligences, are 
composed of matter and form, so that there are in man two kinds of matter: a 
spiritual matter intrinsic to the soul and the corporeal matter of the body 
extrinsic to the soul. Albertus rejects this doctrine. He traces its sources to the 
writings of Ibn Gabirol and Dominicus Gundisalvi, who is dependent upon 
Ibn Gabirol. 14 As has long been shown, the doctrine of universal hylomor¬ 
phism was accepted by a number of Franciscan thinkers: Roger Bacon, 
Bonaventure, John Pecham and others. 15 Its main argumentative advantage 
was that it offered an explanation of the difference between creatures and God, 
in particular between angels and God, because angels could be described as 
consisting of spiritual matter and form, whereas God is simple. The theory’s 
main drawback, in the eyes of Albertus Magnus, is that it excludes the possi¬ 
bility that any being could exist without matter. If even the human soul is not 
entirely immaterial, it cannot have true intellectual knowledge. 16 What is 
Albertus’ own view on the question of whether the soul is simple or compos¬ 
ite? He rejects universal hylomorphism, but he does not maintain that the soul 
is simple. Rather, it is composed of quod est and quo est} 7 Albertus here uses a 


Soul”, 113-126; for an analytical interpretation see Robert Pasnau & Christopher Shields, The 
Philosophy of Aquinas (Boulder, Colo., 2004), 133-174. On Albertus see Dales, The Problem of 
the Rational Soul , 89-92, and, still informative, Arthur Schneider, Die Psychologie Alberts des 
Grossen , Beitrage zur Geschichte der Philosophic des Mittelalters, vol. 4.6 and 4.6 (Munster, 
1903 and 1906), 20-21. 

14) Albertus Magnus, De homine , qu. 7, a. 3, sol., 102b: „et hoc dicit expresse Collectanus“ (i.e. 
Gundisalvi); idem, Commentarii in libros Sententiarum , Opera omnia, ed. A. Borgnet, vol. 25-30 
(Paris, 1894), II, dist. 1 A, a. 4, 14b: „et si objicitur de Platone in libro Fontis vitae...“. In later 
writings, such as the De anima , Albertus identifies Avicebron as the author of Fons vitae: “Ab 
omnibus superius inductis dissentit Avicebron in libro quern Fontem vitae appellavit” {De 
anima , lib. Ill, tr. 2, cap. 9, 189). 

15) Erich Kleineidam, Das Problem der hylomorphen Zusammensetzung dergeistigen Substanzen im 
13. Jahrhundert, behandelt bis Thomas von Aquin (Breslau, 1930); James A.Weisheipl, “Albertus 
Magnus and Universal Hylomorphism: Avicebron. A Note on 13th-Century Augustinianism”, 
in Albert the Great: Commemorative Essays , ed. F. J. Kovach & R. W. Shahan (Norman, Okla., 
1980), 239-260; John F. Wippel, ‘Essence and Existence’, in The Cambridge History of Later 
Medieval Philosophy ed. N. Kretzmann et al. (Cambridge, 1982), 385-410, esp. 408-410, with 
further literature. 

16) Erich Kleineidam, Das Problem der hylomorphen Zusammensetzung, 53-54; Weisheipl, ‘Alber¬ 
tus Magnus and Universal Hylomorphism’, 257. 

17) Albertus Magnus, De homine , qu. 7, a. 3; Sent., I, dist. 3, a. 33; Sent., II, dist. 1 A, a. 4; Sent., 
II, dist. 3, a. 4. 
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well-known distinction by Boethius. The Boethian distinction itself is not free 
from obscurity. One of Boethius’ claims is that the quod est is the carrier or 
suppositum , such as man, whereas the quo est is the form, humanity. 18 In Alber- 
tus’ adoption, the quod est is the individual being which underlies the essence 
and in which the essence exists; the quo est is the essence in actuality, which is 
actualized and individuated through the properties of the quod est. 19 Albertus 
concludes: “In this sense I say that the soul is a composite substance”: hoc 
modo dico animam esse substantiam compositam. 29 This position is not original. 
Albertus shares the adoption of the Boethian formula with many scholastic 
writers. Its argumentative aim is to explain the individual existence of the soul: 
its essence exists and is individuated by the quod est. In sum, universal hylo- 
morphism, the theory of Ibn Gabirol, is an example of an Arabic theory which 
Albertus opposes in order to formulate his own viewpoint. 

(3) The third theme concerns the relation of the soul to the faculties. Alber¬ 
tus distinguishes, in his Commentary on the Sentences , two respects in which 
this question can be discussed: the soul can be considered with respect to its 
being or with respect to its operation. In the first sense, with respect to its 
being, the faculties follow from the soul’s being and are derived from it. The 
faculties thus do not belong to the soul’s being; they are properties or accidents 
of the soul. In the second respect, insofar as the soul is a substance in action, 
the soul is a to turn potestativum (or to turn potential), a “totality of powers”. Its 
power is perfected in its faculties; its total power is composed of the particular 
powers of the faculties, and hence the faculties are substantial for the soul, 
because without them the soul is not perfected in its power: sunt substantiales 
ei sine quibus non completur in perfectione suiposse. 21 “Substantial for the soul” 
means that the faculties are necessary properties of the soul and, as such, are 
part of the definition of the soul as substantial form. But it is important that 


18) Pius Kiinzle, Das Verhaltnis der Seele zu ihren Potenzen: Problemgeschichtliche Untersuchungen 
von Augustin bis undmit Thomas vonAquin (Freiburg, Switzerland, 1956), 32. 

19) Albertus Magnus, Sent ., I, dist. 3, a. 33, 138b: “Id enim quod est est hoc aliquid, quod prae- 
dicabile est de eo quod est. Quo est... Boetius ponit esse et hoc est essentia secundum actum, 
quern habet in ipso quod est, id est in hoc aliquid vel in isto supposito; unde in talibus individu- 
atio ipsius esse est a proprietatibus quae consequuntur ipsum quod est”. Cf. Kiinzle, Das Verhaltnis 
der Seele zu ihren Potenzen , 149-150. 

20) Albertus Magnus, Sent., I, dist. 3, a. 33, 138b. In Sent., II, dist. 3, a. 4, 68-69, Albertus uses 
the terms fundamentum and esse. 

21) Albertus Magnus, Sent., I, dist. 3, a. 34, sol., 140a. The concept of a totum potestativum or a 
totum potentiate is discussed already in Albertus De homine, qu. 6, 87b (“Ex his patet quod 
divisio animae per vegetabile et sensibile et rationale est divisio totius potentialis”); ibid., qu. 7, 
a. 1, ad 8, 95b; ibid., qu. 8, a. 1, sol., 105a. 
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Albertus writes “not perfected in its power”, sui posse. Because he thus dis¬ 
tances himself from contemporary Franciscan writers, who claimed that the 
soul is not completed as a substance without the faculties. For Albertus, the 
soul is incomplete only with respect to its power, not with respect to its sub¬ 
stance—to which the faculties do not belong. 22 

(4) This leads to the fourth topic: the question of the unity or plurality of 
substance. Albertus, already in De homine , rejects the idea that there are three 
perfections in man, i.e. the vegetative, the sensitive and the rational, because 
then man would not be one. 23 As is well known, in the later thirteenth century 
the question whether there are one or several forms in man was the subject of 
one of the most heated controversies in Middle Ages. In the centre of the dis¬ 
pute was Thomas Aquinas’ contention that there is only one substantial form 
in man. 24 This was not a problematic thesis in the decades before Thomas 
Aquinas, in the first half of the thirteenth century, when the great majority of 
theologians and masters of arts held that there is only one substance in human 
beings. 25 Albertus says very explicitly that the thesis of a plurality of substances 
is not true and is in conflict both with the philosophers and the sancti Augus¬ 
tine and Boethius. 26 It is specific to Albertus that he sees a consensus of phi¬ 
losophy and theology in favour of the unity thesis. Other authors, for instance 
the commentator Richard Rufus, count Aristotle among the pluralists, the 
argument being that Aristotle in Degeneratione animalium II.3 (736a36-b29) 
maintains that in the development of the embryo the vegetative soul precedes 
the sensitive soul, which in turn precedes the intellectual soul. 27 

Let us recapitulate. First, we have seen that Albertus prefers Aristotle’s defi¬ 
nition of the soul as the first actuality of a natural body to other definitions, 
but avoids calling the soul the form of the body. Second, Albertus rejects Ibn 


22) See Odon Lottin, “L’identite de Tame et de ses facultes avant saint Thomas d’Aquin”, in 
Odon Lottin, Psychologie et morale auxXII' etXIII' siecles, vol. 1 (Louvain et al., 1942), 483-502, 
esp. 497-501; Kiinzle, Das Verhdltnis der Seele zu ihren Potenzen , 150-154. 

23) Albertus Magnus, De homine, qu. 4, a. 1, ad 7, 35-36, and ibid., qu. 7, a. 1, sol, 93, Oberden 
Menschen , 104: “Dicendum secundum omnes sanctos et philosophos et naturales quod vegeta¬ 
ble, sensibile et rationale sunt in homine substantia una et anima una et actus unus”. 

24) For an introduction to these disputes see fitienne Gilson, History of Christian Philosophy in the 
Middle Ages (New York, 1955), 416-420. 

25) As shown by Daniel A. Callus, “The Origins of the Problem of the Unity of Form”, The Tho- 
mist 24 (1961), 257-285, esp. 281-282. 

26) As in n. 23 above. Cf. also ibid., qu. 7, a. 1, ad 1, 97a. 

27) Daniel A. Callus, “Two Early Oxford Masters on the Problem of the Plurality of Forms: 
Adam of Buckfield—Richard Rufus of Cornwall”, Revue Neoscolastique de Philosophie 42 (1939), 
411-445, esp. 422-423, 430 and 439. 
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Gabirols theory that the soul is composed of form and spiritual matter; 
instead, he follows the Boethian tradition by distinguishing the essence of the 
soul, the quo est , from its individual being, the quod est. Third, Albertus argues 
that the faculties, as accidents, are ontologically distinct from the soul; with 
respect to the souls power, however, they are substantial for the soul. Fourth, 
Albertus is an advocate of the thesis that there is only one substance in man. 

To what extent do these positions reflect the influence of Arabic sources? I 
shall discuss the four aspects of Albertus’ theory in sequence, but leave out 
universal hylomorphism because of its limited influence on Albertus. 


2. The Definition of the Soul 

It is an Arabic inheritance that Albertus prefers the terms actus primus or per - 
fectio to the term forma. In De homine , in the solution to the question “On 
whether the soul is the actuality of the body”, Albertus argues that it is sub¬ 
stantial for the soul to be the actus of the body. He proceeds to explain that this 
is not a definition secundum esse , but a definition with respect to the body. 
Albertus justifies his standpoint with a citation from Avicennas De anima 1.1. 
He adopts from Avicenna the idea that the Aristotelian definition of the soul 
as perfection does not define the soul’s essence. 28 Avicenna himself supports 
this claim with three arguments; the first two are also cited by Albertus: first, 
the term “soul” is used only with respect to the soul being the cause of activi¬ 
ties; it is not applied because it describes the soul’s substance. Second, there is 
a difference between our knowing that there exists a mover for something 
moved and our knowing what this mover is in its essence. 29 Albertus concludes 
that the definition of the soul as “the actuality or mover of the body” 30 differs 
from that of its essence. Third, the term perfection ( kamal , perfectio) is what 


28) Albertus Magnus, De homine , qu. 4, a. 1, sol., 34a, Uber den Menschen , 58: “Et ideo dicit 
Avicenna in VI De naturalibus quod hoc nomen anima non est nomen huius rei ex eius essen¬ 
tia... Et cum anima diffinitur sicut diffinita est ab Aristotele, non affirmatur esse eius nisi secun¬ 
dum quod est principium emanandi a se affectiones”. 

29) Avicenna, De anima , 1.1: Avicenna, Avicenna's De Anima (Arabic text): being the psychological 
part ofKitab al-shifd\ ed. F. Rahman (London et al., 1959), 4-5; Avicenna, Liber de anima seu 
Sextus de naturalibus , ed. S. Van Riet, 2 vols. (Louvain et al., 1968-72), 15-16; Engl. tr. Lenn 
Evan Goodman, “A Note on Avicennas Theory of the Substantiality of the Soul”, The Philo¬ 
sophical Forum n.s. I, 4 (1969), 555. 

30) Albertus Magnus, ibid., 34 / 58: “actus corporis et motor”. 
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constitutes man in his species, 31 and by which man (or animal or plant) 
becomes an actual man. But the definition does not say anything about the 
essence of the soul; it does not even say whether the soul is a substance or 
not. 32 Albertus concludes, together with Avicenna, that the definition of soul 
as actus does not apply to the soul as belonging to the category of substance. 33 

One may compare Aristotle’s De anima II. 1, where he equates form (eidos) 
and actuality {entelecheia) (412a 10) and maintains that the soul is substance 
(ousia ) because it is the first actuality of a natural body. In contrast, Avicenna 
and Albertus disassociate substance and actuality. 

Albertus moves a further step away from Aristotle. In the same quaestio, he 
follows Avicenna in saying that the soul is better defined as perfection than as 
form: melius dicitur actus vel perfectio quam formal The argument given by 
Avicenna in De anima 1.1 is as follows: 


While every form is a perfection, not every perfection is a form. For the king is the perfec¬ 
tion of the state and the captain is the perfection of the ship, yet neither is the form of the 
state or the ship.... It has been settled that technical usage dictates that something be a 
form relative to matter; an end and perfection relative to the whole... Therefore it is clear 
that when, in the course of defining the soul, we say that it is a perfection, it will be the 
most indicative of its meaning. What is more, it [i.e. the term perfection] encompasses all 
the types of souls in all their aspects, with the soul that is separable from matter not being 
an exception to it [i.e. to being a perfection] . 35 


Albertus embraces this position—because, as he says, the soul in some of its 
species is separate from the body: cum ... anima secundum aliquam sui speciem 
separetur . 36 


31) Ibid., ed. Rahman, 6, ed. Van Riet, 18, Engl. tr. Goodman, “A Note on Avicennas Theory”, 556. 

32) Ibid., ed. Rahman, 8, ed. Van Riet, 22, Engl. tr. Goodman, “A Note on Avicennas Theory”, 
557. On Avicennas definition of the soul see Th£rese-Anne Druart, “The Human Soul’s Indi¬ 
viduation and Its Survival after the Body’s Death: Avicenna on the Causal Relation between 
Body and Soul”, Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 10 (2000), 259-273. 

33) Albertus Magnus, De homine , qu. 4, a. 1, sol., 34a, Ober den Menschen , 58: “... ita et anima 
dupliciter potest diffiniri, scilicet secundum quod est anima, idest actus corporis et motor, et secun¬ 
dum quod est substantia quaedam contenta secundum seipsam in praedicamento substantiae.” 

M) Ibid., ad 6, 35a, Ober den Menschen, 62. 

35) Avicenna, De anima, ed. Rahman, 6-7, ed. Van Riet, 19-21. The English translation is from 
Robert Wisnovsky, Avicennas Metaphysics in Context (Ithaca, N.Y., 2003), 118-119. 

36) Albertus Magnus, De homine, qu. 4, a. 1, ad 6, 35a, Ober den Menschen: De homine, 62: 
“Cum igitur anima secundum aliquam sui speciem separetur, convenit ei magis secundum 
omnem sui partem dici perfectionem quam formam”. 
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Albertus and Avicenna thus disassociate not only substance and actuality, 
but also form and actuality—and in this again they differ from Aristotle. 
“Actuality” ( perfectio) is a more general term than “form”; it also covers souls 
separate from the body, such as souls after the death of the body—at least, if 
form is understood according to “technical usage” or secundum naturalem phi - 
losophiam , as Albertus puts it. 37 One might object: what is the soul the perfec¬ 
tion of if not of the body? Avicennas answer is that the perfection is the 
perfection of the whole. Perfection means “a relation to the complete thing 
from which the actions issue”, a relation to the “composite whole”. 38 Albertus 
approves and quotes this answer: perfectio dicit comparationem ad rem perfec - 
tam ex qua manant actiones . 39 

While Albertus stops the discussion at this point, Avicenna proceeds to 
justify his position. He explains why he wants to keep apart the two concepts 
“substance” and “form”. The reason is that a substance is defined as something 
which never exists in another thing as in a substrate; otherwise it would be an 
accident. The term “form”, in its ordinary usage, says Avicenna, implies that 
the “form is impressed upon matter and subsists through it”. 40 The “Flying 
Man”, the well-known thought-experiment at the end of the first chapter of 
Avicennas treatise (a passage not quoted by Albertus), is in line with this rea¬ 
soning. The flying man is suspended in the air in such a way that he does not 
have any sense-perception. This man would not affirm the existence of his 
outer limbs nor of his inner organs, but he would affirm the existence of an 
inner essence: his soul. The flying man thus serves to establish the thesis that 
the soul is independent of the body. 41 

Dimitri Gutas and Robert Wisnovsky have argued that Avicennas general 
insistence on the separability of the soul from the body is influenced by Philo- 
ponos, the sixth-century Greek commentator. This is difficult to prove, since 
Philoponos’ commentary on De anima is not extant in Arabic translation, and 
there is no bibliographical record in Arabic sources of such a translation. How¬ 
ever, the textual parallels between Arabic and Greek sources make it very likely 


37) Ibid., ad 6, 35a, 62. 

38) Avicenna, De anima , ed. Rahman 7 and 9, ed. Van Riet 20 (“perfectio autem significat com¬ 
parationem ad rem perfectam ex qua emanant actiones”) and 24, Engl. tr. Goodman, “A Note 
on Avicennas Theory”, 557 and 558. 

39) Albertus Magnus, De homine , qu. 4, a. 1, ad 6, 35a, Uber den Menschen , 64. 

40) Avicenna, De anima, ed. Rahman, 9 and 6, ed. Van Riet, 24 and 20, Engl. tr. Goodman, 
A Note on Avicennas Theory’, 558 and 556. 

41) On the thought-experiment of the flying man, its different versions and purposes, see Hasse, 
Avicenna's De Anima, 80-92. 
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that Arabic philosophers had access to the commentary, be it the whole text or 
a reworking of it. 42 The general line of these studies is that the Neoplatonic 
influences on Arabic philosophy were transmitted to a large extent via the 
Neoplatonic commentators on Aristotle, especially the Alexandrian school 
from Ammonios to Olympiodoros, and that one should not overestimate 
the influence of the Plotinian Theology of Aristotle and the Proclan Liber de 
causis, 43 

Philoponos, like other Neoplatonist commentators before him, explicitly 
stresses the separability of the soul. He has a long section in his preface to his 
commentary on De anima in which he argues for the souls incorporeality. 44 
Philoponos is a moderate Neoplatonic commentator, compared to more radi¬ 
cal Neoplatonists such as Pseudo-Simplikios. Hence, he does not deny, in his 
commentary on De anima 11,1, that Aristotle concludes that the soul is not 
separable from the body. But when he proceeds to comment on Aristotles 
puzzling sentence “It is unclear whether the soul is actuality of the body in this 
way as a sailor of a ship” (4l3a8-9), he gives an explanation of “actuality” 
which may have influenced Avicenna and, through Avicenna, Albertus Mag¬ 
nus. For Philoponos associates “actuality” (entelecheici) with “activities” {ener- 
geiai ), that is, “activities by which the soul perfects the animal”. The activities 
of the steersman as steersman of the ship are inseparable from the ship, but the 
steersman is separated as a man, and the activities stop as soon as he leaves the 
ship. And Philoponos proceeds: “In this way, then, the rational soul too, inas¬ 
much as it has a separable substance, is not actuality of the body, but inasmuch 
as it has acquired this relation to the body (by virtue of which also it can be 
called soul’, for it is called ‘soul’ relative to the body), it is both actuality of the 
body and inseparable from it”. 45 


42) Dimitri Gutas, “Philoponos and Avicenna on the Separability of the Intellect”, The Greek 
Orthodox Theological Review 31 (1986), 121-129, repr. in Greek Philosophers in the Arabic Tradi¬ 
tion (Ashgate, 2000), art. XI, 121-129, esp. n. 22; Dimitri Gutas, “Avicennas Marginal Glosses 
on De anima and the Greek Commentatorial Tradition”, in Philosophy, Science and Exegesis in 
Greek, Arabic and Latin Commentaries , ed. P. Adamson & H. Baltussen & M.W.F. Stone, 2 vols. 
(London, 2004), 2: 77-88, 83; Wisnovsky, AvicenruTs Metaphysics, ch. 6. 

43) See Wisnovsky, Avicenna's Metaphysics , 113-114. 

44) Philoponos, On Aristotle's On the soul 1.1-2, transl. P.J. van der Eijk (Ithaca, N.Y., 2005), 
23-30. On Philoponos’ theory of the soul see Henry J. Blumenthal, Aristotle and Neoplatonism 
in late antiquity: interpretations of the De anima (London, 1996), 74. Cf. also Wisnovsky, Avicen¬ 
na's Metaphysics , 92-96. 

45) Philoponos, On Aristotle's On the soul 2.1-6, transl. W. Charlton (Ithaca, N.Y., 2005), 26. 
Greek: Philoponos, In Aristotelis de anima libros commentaria, ed. M. Hayduck (Berlin, 1897), 
225. 
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This text contains three notions that are important for Avicennas theory 
of the soul: first, the association of “actuality” (or “perfection”) with activities 
or functions of the soul, second, the idea that the name “soul” is used to 
describe the relation to the body, and third, a concept of substance which is 
not tied to actuality—although this last point, the distinction between sub¬ 
stance and actuality is more drastic in Avicenna. Philoponos does not, how¬ 
ever, seem to pave the way for Avicennas important distinction between form 
and perfection. 

Wisnovsky has shown that Philoponos bequeathes to the Arabic tradition a 
Neoplatonic concept of “actuality”: actuality as final cause. 46 When we turn to 
the later Latin phase of this tradition, other features become more important: 
the association of the term “actuality” with activities or functions, and the 
disassociation of substance and actuality. Albertus Magnus, in his early De 
homine , continues this Graeco-Arabic tradition of interpreting the Aristotelian 
definition of the soul, which allows him to stress the souls separability from 
the body. 47 


3. Hie Soul and its Faculties 

As was pointed out above, for Albertus the soul is distinct from its faculties 
ontologically. With respect to the the souls activities, it is a to turn potestati- 
vum , a “totality of powers”, which is composed of the particular faculties. 
Albertus’ standpoint owes much to the Boethian tradition. Boethius had 
developed the idea that the soul is the totum of which the capacities are the 
parts. 48 In the early Middle Ages and in the twelfth century, the dominant 
thesis was the identity of soul and faculties—a thesis which was attributed to 
Augustine. The Boethian concept of a totum potentiale was known, but was 
not employed to keep soul and faculties apart ontologically. Albertus, how¬ 
ever, uses the concept for exactly this end: the totum potentiale concept allows 


46) As in n. 42 above. 

47) I therefore do not agree with those who make Albertus a protagonist of the anima forma 
corporis formula, as does Ingrid Craemer-Ruegenberg, Albertus Magnus (Munich, 1980), 39; cf. 
the balanced criticism in Georg Wieland, Zwischen Natur und Vemunft. Alberts des Grofien Begriff 
vom Menschen (Munster, 1999), 19. 

48) Boethius, De divisione y Patrologia Latina 64, 888c: “Partes enim hae animae sunt, sed non ut 
in quantitate, sed ut in aliqua potestate et virtute” (“These are parts of the soul, but not as in a 
quantity, but as in some capacity or power”). 
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him to connect the soul and the faculties in the realm of power, without main¬ 
taining their ontological identity. 

Albertus solution therefore appears to be the result of a medieval develop¬ 
ment rather than an example of Arabic influence. Here too, however, Avi¬ 
cenna exerts his influence. Albertus supports his thesis with one of his favourite 
citations from Avicenna: “From one substance, which is the soul, emanate 
some organic capacities and some non-organic capacities, as Avicenna says”: 
ab una substantia quae est anima... fluunt quaedam potentiae organicae et 
quaedam non organicae, ut dicit Avicenna . 49 Albertus draws on a passage in 
Avicennas De anima , chapter V. 1 where Avicenna writes: “Not one of these 
(powers) is the human soul, but the soul is a thing to which these powers 
belong; the soul itself is, as we have shown, an independent substance (jawhar 
munfarid ), which has an aptitude towards (different) actions some of which 
can only be perfected with organs,... some of which do not need organs”. 50 

Avicenna is thus a clear advocate of an ontological distinction between the 
soul and the faculties. The soul possesses many powers, but is essentially one. 
We can see that this position follows from Avicennas insistence on the separa¬ 
bility of the soul. If the soul is, in its essence, a substance which exists indepen¬ 
dently of its actions and of its body, then it follows that the powers cannot 
inhere in the soul itself. 

Avicennas position has an additional advantage for Albertus, one that leads 
us to the final topic: the unity or plurality of substances in man. 


4. The Unity or Plurality of Substances 

Albertus, as was said before, defends the unity thesis: the thesis that the soul is 
one and not several substances, i.e. vegetative, sensitive and rational sub¬ 
stances. But the drawback of Albertus’ position is that the same substance 
appears to be corruptible and incorruptible, as he himself admits: in a human 
being only the rational part is immortal, whereas the vegetative and sensitive 


49) This quotation is from the late Summa theologiae, II, qu. 1-67, Opera omnia, ed. A. Borgnet, 
vol. 32 (Paris, 1895), 11.13.77, 87 (it is quoted here because of the explicit mention of Avicenna), 
but similar sentences appear in many other writings; see the list of such sentences in Hasse, 
Avicenna’s De Anima , 239. When writing this book, I was not yet aware of the passage in De 
anima V. 1 quoted in the next footnote. 

50) Avicenna, De anima , V.l, ed. Rahman, 208, ed. Van Riet, 80. Albertus may also have been 
inspired by a similar passage in De anima , 1.4, ed. Van Riet, 64-65: “Postea autem declarabitur 
tibi quod anima una est ex qua defluunt hae vires in membra”. 
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parts die with the body. 51 Albertus replies with the dictum, borrowed from 
Avicenna, that the human soul is an incorruptible substance from which ema¬ 
nate some powers which operate without bodily organs. Corruption concerns 
organs only, not the soul. 52 

Avicennas distinction between organic and non-organic powers therefore 
enables Albertus to remedy a weakness of his position. Albertus solves the 
problem that the same substance appears mortal and immortal by making the 
soul essentially one, from which flow diverse powers, some of which survive 
the death of the body, whereas the organic powers die. This seems an elegant 
way to deal with the problem which Aristotle poses in De anima II. 1, where 
he says: “Yet some parts of the soul may be separable, because they are not the 
actualities of any body at all” (4l3a5-7). The alternative to the Avicennian- 
Albertinian solution would be to say that the substance of the rational part is 
capable of existing separately, whereas the substance of the vegetative and sen¬ 
sitive parts is not separable. This, however, jeopardizes the unity of the soul. 

The other important Arabic source for Albertus’ position is Averroes, who 
influenced the Latin unity versus plurality debate in several respects, as a source 
on Plato’s views on the issue and as a philosopher in his own right. In his Long 
Commentary on De anima 1.90, Averroes presents the Platonic tripartite divi¬ 
sion of the soul in such a way that Plato appears a protagonist of the pluralist 
doctrine: “the intellective part is in the brain, the desiring part in the heart, the 
nourishing part in the liver.” 53 Some Latin commentators of the thirteenth 
century sympathize with the Platonic thesis of the composite nature of the 
soul as formulated by Averroes, among them Adam of Buckfield. 54 The quota¬ 
tion from Averroes thus became an important source for the pluralist camp. 55 


51) Albertus Magnus, De homine, qu. 7, a. 1, sed contra 1, 90b, Ober den Menschen , 88: “Rei 
corruptibilis et incorruptibilis numquam est eadem essentia et substantia; sed sola anima ration- 
alis incorruptibilis est, ceterae vero corruptibiles; ergo numquam est earum substantia una”. 

52) Albertus Magnus, ibid., ad 1, 94a. 

53) Averroes comments on a sentence in Aristotle’s De anima 1.5: “Some hold that the soul is 
divisible” (4llb5-7). Averroes, Commentarium magnum De anima, comm. 1.90, 121: “Innuit 
Platonem, qui opinatur quod anima essentialiter dividitur in corpore secundum divisionem 
membrorum in quibus agit suas actiones diversas et quod non communicatur in aliquo membro, 
ita quod pars intelligens est in cerebro tantum et desiderans in corde tantum et nutriens in 
epate”. 

54) Callus, “Two Early Oxford Masters”, 419-420. 

55) On the consequences for the Western image of Plato, see Dag Nikolaus Hasse, “Plato 
Arabico-Latinus: Philosophy—Wisdom Literature—Occult Sciences”, in The Platonic Tradition 
in the Middle Ages: A Doxographic Approach, ed. S. Gersh & M.J.EM. Hoenen (Berlin & New 
York, 2002), 31-65, esp. 34-45. 
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Albertus adopts Averroes’ picture of Plato when he criticizes Plato in his later 
De anima for being the originator of the localization thesis. 56 

Albertus Magnus attacks Averroes direcdy for supporting the plurality thesis. 
As he says in De homine-. “Therefore many have been in error on this issue, the 
first of whom is the commentator himself, Averroes, who says that [Aristotle’s] 
definition [of the soul] fits the soul in terms of prior and posterior. It is clear that 
this is only true if we assume that there were three perfections in man, which is 
impossible.” 57 In view of this, it comes as a surprise that Albertus later in De 
homine quotes Averroes as a supporter of the unity thesis: “Averroes says in this 
very commentary that the soul is one according to substance and that it performs 
different acts through different powers.” 58 Can this discrepancy be explained? 

The latter quotation draws on a passage in the Long Commentary on De 
anima 1.7, where Averroes contrasts Plato’s and Aristode’s positions: Plato places 
the three powers of the soul in brain, heart and liver, whereas Aristotle thinks 
that they are one in subject and many with respect to powers: unam subiecto et 
plures secundum virtutes . 59 Albertus rightly assumed that Averroes would always 
side with Aristotle against Plato, and hence with unity against plurality. 

The former quotation, which makes Averroes a pluralist, comes from a pas¬ 
sage where Averroes comments on Aristotle’s remark that the nutritive power 
is contained in the sensory power just as the triangle is contained in the square 
(De anima II.3, 4l4b28-30). Averroes explains that this ought to be under¬ 
stood “according to prior and posterior”: The prior figure, the triangle, exists 
potentially in the later figure, the square, and likewise does the earlier nutritive 
power exist potentially in the later sensory power. 60 Albertus suspects that 
Averroes is advocating a pluralist position in the footsteps of the above- 
mentioned argument from Aristotle’s De generatione animalium that in the 

56) Albertus Magnus, De anima, lib. I, tr. 2, cap. 15, 58. I am not aware of a similar passage in 
De homine. Cf. Hendryk Anzulewicz, “Die platonische Tradition bei Albertus Magnus. Eine 
Hinfuhrung”, in The Platonic Tradition in the Middle Ages , ed. S. Gersh & M.J.EM. Hoenen, 
207-277, esp. 258-259. 

57) Albertus Magnus, De homine , qu. 4, a. 1, ad 7, 35a, Uber den Menschen , 64-66: “Unde hie 
decepti sunt plurimi quorum primus est ipse commentator Averroes, qui dicit quod haec diffini- 
tio per prius et posterius aptatur animae. Quod patet non esse verum nisi poneremus in homine 
tres esse perfectiones, quod impossibile est”. 

58) Albertus Magnus, De homine, qu. 7, a. 1, 90b, Uber den Menschen, 88: “Averroes in commento 
ibidem dicit quod anima est una secundum substantiam et diversa agit diversis virtutibus”. 

59) Averroes, Commentarium magnum De anima, comm. 1.7, 10: “Plato enim dicebat quod vir- 
tus intelligibilis est in cerebro, et concupiscibilis in corde, et naturalis, scilicet nutritiva, in epate. 
Aristoteles autem opinatur eas esse unam subiecto et plures secundum virtutes.” 

60) Averroes, ibid., comm. 11.31, 176: “Quemadmodum enim invenitur in figuris prius et poste¬ 
rius et prius existit in potentia in posteriori, ita est de virtutibus animae.” 
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embryo the vegetative precedes the sensitive and the sensitive precedes the 
intellective soul, with the consequence of a plurality of perfections. 

But Averroes does not adopt this line of argument. In his comment on the 
triangle passage, he argues that there is one universal definition of the soul and 
several special definitions of each of the powers of the soul. As Averroes explains 
in his Middle Commentary on De anima (not translated into Latin), the general 
definition of the soul is not predicated univocally of all faculties of the soul: “It 
is, rather, one in respect to priority and posteriority, for some perfections of 
the souls faculties exist prior to others”. 61 That is why the definition of the soul 
is analogous to the definition of a figure such as the square. It is important to 
note that Averroes does not speak of several perfections of the soul itself or of 
several substances. In both commentaries, he contrasts the general definition 
(or perfection) of the soul with the special definition (or perfection) of the 
faculties. The first definition is one, the second is many and ordered in terms 
of prior and posterior. Thus while these passages make Averroes a pluralist of 
faculties, they do not yet make him a pluralist of souls or substances. 

But other passages do, as the later reception of Averroes shows. In the later 
Middle Ages and in the Renaissance, Averroes was invoked as an authority 
both for and against plurality, as Emily Michael has shown. 62 The advocates of 
the unity thesis cite a passage from De substantia or bis, where Averroes claims 
that it is impossible that one subject has more than one form; a form can only 
be replaced if the previous form is destroyed. 63 Those who favour plurality, 
such as William de la Mare and Richard of Middleton, quote a passage from 
the Long Commentary on the Metaphysics VIII. 10 on the concept of an “ultimate 
form”: the unity of the compound is realized only through the ultimate form. 64 

61) Averroes, Middle Commentary on Aristotelis De Anima: Talhts kitab an-nafi , ed. A.L. Ivry 
(Provo, Utah, 2002). 

62) Emily Michael, “Averroes and the Plurality of Forms”, Franciscan Studies 52 (1992), 155-182. 

63) Averroes, De substantia or bis, ed. M. Alonso, Comentario al De substantia orbis' de Averroes 
(Aristotelismoy Averroismo) por Alvaro de Toledo (Madrid, 1941), 60: “Si enim haberet formam, 
nullam aliam reciperet nisi ilia destructa. Unam enim formam habere nisi unum subiectum 
impossibile est” (cf. the wording in Michael, Averroes and the Plurality of Forms’, 160: “unum 
enim subiectum habere plus quam unam formam est impossibile”). Cf. Arthur Hyman, “Aristo¬ 
tle’s ‘First Matter’ and Avicenna’s and Averroes’ ‘Corporeal Form’ ”, in Harry Austryn Wolfion 
Jubilee Volume , 3 vols (Jerusalem, 1965), 1: 385-406, esp. 404. 

M) Averroes, Long Commentary on the Metaphysics, Arabic ed. M. Bouyges, 3 vols. (Beirut, 1938- 
48), VIII. 10, 1067, Latin edition in Aristotle/Averroes, Aristotelis Stagirite omnia quae extant 

opera _ Averrois .... commentarii aliique ipsius in logica , philosophia et medicina libri (Venice, 

1562), repr. (Frankfurt a. M., 1962), vol. 8, f. 218rb: “Nos autem dicimus quod unum quod 
significat definitio una, est unum per substantiam que est forma, scilicet per ultimam formam et 
ultimam differentiam.” Cf. Richard of Middleton’s discussion in Roberto Zavalloni, Richard de 
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These authors understand the De substantia orbis passage differently: they 
argue that Averroes here refers only to the complete form, which has to be 
destroyed when another form arrives. 65 

The pluralists apparently have a point: Averroes teaches a plurality in two 
senses. First, with respect to the forms of the elements, he argues that the ele¬ 
mentary forms are contained in the “composed form” (sura murakkaba, forma 
composita) of the compound, 66 but in a diminished way, which is possible 
since the elementary forms are not substantial forms in the full sense 67 —this 
is Averroes’ well-known theory of the intention and remission of elementary 
forms. 68 Second, with respect to generic and individual forms, Averroes teaches 
that matter “first receives the form of the genus, receiving later, through the 
intermediary of the form of the genus, all other forms up to the individual 
forms”. 69 The last form to be received is the so-called “ultimate form”. Averroes 
does not say clearly whether the forms prior to the ultimate form remain in 
the matter or are destroyed. In view of his parallel theory of elementary forms, 
it is possible that he thought that the ultimate form unites all previous forms 
without their being destroyed. 

In view of this, it is not surprising that Albertus in De homine presents Averroes 
both as supporter and opponent of the plurality thesis. Averroes’ teaching on the 
issue allows for both interpretations. Note that Averroes himself does not link 
the discussion of the soul’s unity to his intellect theory, presumably because his 
intellect theory—which, famously, makes the material intellect one for all 


Mediavilla et la controverse sur la pluralite des formes. Textes inedits et etude critique (Louvain, 
1951), 144. 

65) See Richard of Middleton, De gradu formarum, in: Zavalloni, Richard de Mediavilla , 
153-154. Richard concludes: “Ex his satis patet, ut videtur, quod non fu.it intentio Commenta- 
toris quod in quolibet composito esset una forma substantialis tantum”. 

66) Averroes, Long Commentary on Metaphysics , XII.22, ed. Bouyges, 1520, Latin ed. of 1562, 
f. 308ra, Engl. tr. Charles Genequand, Ibn Rushd’s Metaphysics: A Translation with Introduction of 
Ibn Rushd’s Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, Book Lam (Leiden, 1986), 118-119. The con¬ 
cept of “composed form” appears also in Averroes’ Long Commentary on the Physics, Latin edition 

in Aristotle/Averroes, Aristotelis Stagirite omnia quae extant opera _ Averrois .... commentarii 

aliique ipsius in logica,philosophia et medicina libri (Venice, 1562), repr. (Frankfurt a. M., 1962), 
vol. 4, f. 6rb: “Que enim sunt preter primam materiam et ultimam formam cuiuslibet rerum 
naturalium sunt materie composite et forme composite”. 

67) Averroes, Commentum magnum super libro De celo et mundo Aristotelis , ed. F. J. Carmody & 
R. Arnzen (Leuven, 2003), III.67, 634-635. 

68) This theory had a significant influence on late medieval scholastic philosophy; see Anneliese 
Maier, An der Grenze von Scholastik und Natunvissenschaft: Studien zur Naturphilosophie des 14. 
Jahrhunderts (Rome, 1952). 

69) Averroes, Long Commentary on the Metaphysics , 1.17, ed. Bouyges, 97, Latin ed. of 1562, 
f. I4vb. 
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human beings—is an epistemological theory in the first place. Thomas Aqui¬ 
nas criticized Averroes for turning the material intellect into a substance which 
cannot be the form of the body, with detrimental consequences for the unity 
of the soul. But it is not clear whether Averroes abandoned the concept of the 
unity of the souls substance when developing his intellect theory. 70 


5. Conclusion 

The first part of this paper presented an interpretation of Albertus’ theory of 
the soul, as developed in his early writings, the second part an assessment of 
his debt to the Arabic philosophers Ibn Gabirol, Averroes and Avicenna. We 
have seen that Ibn Gabirol served as an important adversary for Albertus: 
Albertus traces the doctrine of universal hylomorphism to its source, Ibn 
Gabirol’s Fons vitae , rejects it and distinguishes instead between a quo est and 
a quod est in the soul. 

In Albertus’ writings of the 1240s, Averroes is not yet perceived as a philo¬ 
sopher of the same rank as Aristotle or Avicenna. But Averroes is important for 
Albertus, first, as the source of the Platonic theory that the parts of the soul are 
localized in different organs, and, second, in the double role as supporter and 
also as opponent of Albertus position that there is only one substance in man. 

It has emerged that central tenets of Albertus’ early theory of the soul are 
much influenced by Avicenna. Albertus adopts Avicenna’s thesis that the Aris¬ 
totelian definition of the soul as perfection does not pertain to the soul’s 
essence, but only to its activity, and he shares Avicenna’s contention that 
“form” is an inadequate definition of the essence of the soul. Albertus draws 
again on Avicenna when he tries to define the soul’s relation to the faculties. 
Without Avicenna’s ontological distinction between the soul as a substance and 
its powers, Albertus would have had difficulties in avoiding some sort of plu¬ 
rality thesis in order to distinguish a mortal and an immortal part of the soul. 

Albertus thus continues a Greek-Arabic-Latin tradition of Peripatetic 
philosophy. This tradition accepts the Aristotelian theory of the soul, but 
interprets Aristotle’s vocabulary in a way that it becomes compatible with the 
separability of the soul from the body. 

The insistence upon the separability of the soul is clearly a Neoplatonic 
inheritance. It is true to say that Philoponos, Avicenna and Albertus do not 

70) Cf. Herbert A. Davidson’s defense of Averroes against Thomas’ critique: “Averroes did not 
explicitly say that the material intellect is not man’s form” (Herbert A. Davidson, Alfarabi , Avi¬ 
cenna, and Averroes, on Intellect: Their Cosmologies, Theories of the Active Intellect, and Theories of 
Human Intellect (New York & Oxford, 1992), 300-302). 
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follow Aristotle’s definition of the term “actuality” (< entelecheia ) when they 
associate the term “actuality” with “activities” and when they disassociate the 
term “actuality” from the term “form”. However, they closely follow Aristotle 
on all those passages which stress the separability of the soul or of the intel¬ 
lect—passages that are downplayed by other readers of Aristotle who empha¬ 
size his hylomorphism. 71 It would therefore be a one-sided simplification to 
say that Philoponos, Avicenna and Albertus deviate from Aristotle’s theory of 
the soul. The basis of a separabilist interpretation of Aristode is in his very texts. 
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Abstract 

Mediaeval psychological theory was a “faculty psychology”: a confederation of semi- 
autonomous sub-personal agents, the interaction of which constitutes our psychologi¬ 
cal experience. One such faculty was intellective appetite, that is, the will. On what 
grounds was the will taken to be a distinct faculty? After a brief survey of Aristotle’s 
criteria for identifying and distinguishing mental faculties, I look in some detail at the 
mainstream mediaeval view, given clear expression by Thomas Aquinas, and then at 
the dissenting views of John Duns Scotus and William of Ockham. I conclude with 
some reflections on why the mainstream mediaeval view was discarded by Descartes. 
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1. Introduction 

Contemporary philosophy of mind is much concerned with issues pertaining 
to “mental architecture”—describing how mental processes are organized, 
typically by identifying subpersonal functional mechanisms which causally 
interact, often through the intermediary of a mental representation, thereby 
giving rise to psychological phenomena. Such internal mental mechanisms 
can be quite low-level and operate with a degree of relative independence; if 
so, they may be considered “modules” or minimal centres of mental activity. A 
module or a set of modules may be specific to a given domain of phenomena, 
e.g. only processing visual data. The way in which a set of mental modules is 
arrayed makes up the architecture of the mind, offering structure to “inner 
space”. The detailed structural articulation of the mind offers psychological 
theories some traction on the slippery realm of the mental. 
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Mediaeval philosophy of mind was likewise concerned with issues pertain¬ 
ing to mental architecture, in much the same way and for much the same 
reasons: sub-personal functional mechanisms are identified and organized into 
faculties; these faculties causally interact such that one reduces another from 
potency to act, perhaps through the intermediary of a mental representation 
(called a species), thereby giving rise to psychological phenomena. These facul¬ 
ties operate with a degree of relative independence, as centres of mental activ¬ 
ity, each concerned with its own domain of phenomena. The arrangement of 
these faculties makes up the mental architecture of human beings as under¬ 
stood in the period of High Scholasticism. 

Such mediaeval mental architecture has a great deal of structure. In fact this 
bit of architecture, appropriately, looks like nothing so much as a vast inner 
cathedral. Taking Aquinas as our guide, a long hike up the nave of the vegeta¬ 
tive soul, with its fundamental drives and urges, brings us to the realm of 
psychology proper: the central area in which the “space” is partitioned by two 
distinctions that criss-cross—on the one hand a distinction between the clus¬ 
ter of principles and capacities that account for movement and sensation, 
known as the sensitive part of the soul, and the cluster of principles and capac¬ 
ities that account for thought and volition, known as the intellective part of 
the soul; on the other hand a distinction between the apparatus of powers 
whereby information about the world is acquired and assimilated, known as 
the cognitive or apprehensive potencies, and the apparatus of powers whereby 
one engages the world, known as the appetitive potencies. Each region of this 
“inner cathedral” is marked off by the intersection of these distinctions and 
covers a specific and unique domain of psychological experience, with facul¬ 
ties apportioned as follows: 

• sensitive cognition , better known as sense-perception, which includes the 
five “outer senses” (sight, smell, hearing, touch, taste) as well as “inner 
sense” (the common sense and perhaps imagination and memory) 

• intellective cognition is the domain of intellect or reason, the faculty 
behind the operations of thinking (concepts), judging (propositions), 
and ratiocination, with theoretical and practical sides; it is the realm of 
the subordinate faculties of the agent intellect and the possible intellect 

• sensitive appetite includes the emotions {passiones ), divided into the con- 
cupiscible and the irascible, each comprising several kinds of emotions 
and acting semiautonomously 

• intellective appetite is the domain of the will, which is the faculty of voli¬ 
tion, decision, choice, and action 
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Each region is the focus of intense study, leading to a wealth of detailed 
psychological theory that is often unique to a given mental region. In addi¬ 
tion, the interaction among the faculties of the different regions needs clarifi¬ 
cation, with special attention being paid to three cases: the “transductive” link 
between sensitive and intellective cognition; the influence of the emotions on 
the intellect and conversely; and the relative standing and autonomy of intel¬ 
lect and will. 

In what follows I’ll use a particular question, one that has to do with the 
autonomy of affective psychology, as a way of raising general issues about the 
mediaeval account of mental architecture. The particular question is roughly 
this: What are the grounds for holding that the will is a distinctfaculty? To answer 
this question we need to get straight about how to identify psychological fac¬ 
ulties as well as how to judge their (degree of) distinctness. Til proceed as 
follows. In §2 I’ll talk about Aristotle’s sketchy remarks on the foundations of 
psychology, the raw materials for constructing the inner cathedral. We’ll fade 
in to the mediaeval account around 1250 in §3, where I discuss Aquinas at 
some length as representative of what I’ll call the “mainstream” view of mental 
architecture. In §4 I’ll talk about the dissent from the mainstream view by 
Duns Scotus and William of Ockham. Scotus’s dissent is in the end minor, 
but Ockham’s is not; he inaugurates a radical minority tradition opposed to 
the mainstream. By way of conclusion I’ll offer some suggestions for why the 
radical minority tradition eventually won out and became the dominant 
majority tradition in the Cartesian account of the mind ca. 1650. 


2. Aristotle and Faculty Psychology 

For Aristotle, “psychology” was a branch of natural philosophy, the branch 
dealing with things whose physis involves being alive. Yet little of the natural 
philosophy of (say) the Physics carries over to psychology as found in the 
De anima , apart from a general concern with motion and the explanatory 
apparatus of the four causes. 1 Instead, Aristotle makes a new beginning, work¬ 
ing his way through definitions of “life” and physiological accounts of sense- 
perception. Now in the course of the De anima there are three things Aristotle 
does not do that are worth noting. First, apart from a few programmatic and 
sketchy remarks in De anima 1.1, Aristotle doesn’t offer much reflection on 
what, if anything, makes psychology a science, or the kind of science it is. 

1} The De anima has much more in common with the biological works that follow it than with 
the “physical” works preceding it in the traditional arrangement of the corpus. 
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Second, he doesn’t put forward an account of the mind in terms of faculties, 
although he does speak of its powers and capacities. Third, he doesn’t have any 
clear-cut notion of “will” as mediaeval philosophers understood it, namely a 
distinct faculty of volition, choice, decision, and action. These three absences 
make two passages in the De anima extremely important, for each passage 
raises general reflections on philosophical psychology that invite a systematic 
account of mental architecture—in particular, they are open to a “faculty” 
interpretation of mental architecture, and the second passage seems to suggest 
the faculty approach specifically in connection with choice and decision, that 
is, in the case of the will. 

The first passage is little more than a throwaway, when Aristode concludes his 
discussion of the constituent elements of life in De anima 2.2 (4l3 b l 1-16) : 2 

For the present let us say only this, that soul is the principle [arche = principiurri) of the 
aforementioned things and is characterized by them—that is, by the vegetative, the sensi¬ 
tive, the intellective, and by motion. Whether each of these is a soul or a part of a soul 
(psuche e morion psuches = anima aut pars animae ), and if a part whether it is separable in 
account {logoi = ratione) alone or also in place—some of these things are not hard to know, 
whereas for some there is difficulty. 

Aristode goes on to point out that the powers and capacities of the soul form 
natural clusters. Putting aside movement for the time being, nutrition is asso¬ 
ciated with the vegetative soul as found in all living things, perception with 
the sensitive soul found in animals, and thought with the intellective soul in 
human beings. Broadly speaking these souls are ordered hierarchically, distin¬ 
guished by the classes of things to which they belong; the intellective soul is 
perhaps separable (4l3 b 24-27). Hence there is some kind of real difference 
among the various “parts” of the soul, and this passage in De anima 2.2 became 
the locus classicus for arguments over the unicity or plurality of substantial 
form. More important for our purposes, though, is the fact that Aristotle asso¬ 
ciates a cluster of psychological powers with “a soul or with part of a soul”— 
but he does not clearly settle the issue of how the powers are related to the 

2) There were three Latin versions of the De anima available in the Middle Ages. The earliest was 
by James of Venice and is known as the uetus , it was composed ca. 1125-1150, and is extant in 
some 144 manuscripts. The next was by Michael Scotus and is known as the alia translation 
composed ca. 1220-1235, and extant in some 62 manuscripts, for the most part included in 
Averroes s Great Commentary on the “De anima”. Finally, the last and most influential translation 
was by William of Moerbeke and is known as the noua\ it was composed ca. 1265-1268, and is 
extant in some 268 manuscripts. The translation here is from the Greek but with an eye to 
Moerbekes version. 
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souls, though the clear suggestion is that they are “parts” in some sense, a sense 
naturally read by mediaeval thinkers as a psychological faculty. 

The second passage sees Aristotle return to the deferred issue of movement 
and its standing in the soul, De anima 3.9 (432 a 18- b 13): 


Next we must look into what it is of the soul that produces movement: whether it is a part 
of it separate either in account or in magnitude, or whether it is the whole soul; and if it is 
a part, whether it is a part different from those usually described or already mentioned by 
us, or whether it is one of them. The problem immediately arises of how we are to speak of 
“parts” (moria = partes) of the soul and how many there are. On the one hand there is an 
indefinite number: not only those [parts] that some mention in distinguishing them, 
namely the ratiocinative and passionate and desiderative, 3 or as others do, the rational and 
the irrational; for in virtue of the differentiae 4 by which they separate these things, other 
parts seem to have a greater disparity than these, namely the ones we have mentioned—the 
vegetative, which belongs both to plants and to all animals; the sensitive, which cannot 
easily be classed as either irrational or rational; yet again the imaginative {to phantastikon = 
fantastica) y which is different in its being from them all {ho toi men einai panton heteron = 
quae per esse quidem ab omnibus altera est), while it is very difficult to say with which of the 
others it is the same or is not the same if one were to postulate separate parts of the soul; in 
addition to these there is the appetitive, which is, one would think, different in account and 
in potentiality from all of them. Surely it would be out of place to split up the latter, for 
there is wishing {boulesis = uoluntas [!]) in the ratiocinative part, and desire and passion 5 in 
the irrational; and if the soul is threefold there will be appetite in each. To turn now to the 
matter at hand, what is it that moves an animal in respect of place?.... 


Aristotle begins by asking about the source within the soul of animal move¬ 
ment, which is a matter of determining whether the soul as a whole is respon¬ 
sible for movement; if not, which part is responsible, and how it is related to 
other parts of the soul. This methodological point leads him to wonder gener¬ 
ally about what a “part” of the soul is. Yet rather than treat the question in full 
generality, Aristotle compares several different divisions of the soul: the Pla¬ 
tonic tripartite analysis, the rational/irrational split mobilized in the Nicoma - 
chean Ethics , and the series of souls investigated earlier in the De anima , namely 
the vegetative soul, the sensitive soul, and the intellective soul. Criteria for 
parthood are alluded to but not given (“the differentiae by which [various 


3) Here the Latin does not properly match the Greek: for logistikon kai thumikon kai epithumetikon, 
William of Moerbeke has rationatiuam et irascibilem et appetitiuam. See also note 5. 

4) “Differentiae”: tas diaphoras («differentiae ), likely meant non-technically here by Aristotle, but 
later interpreted strictly as a term of art. 

5) Again there is a mismatch: for epithumia kai ho thumos , William of Moerbeke has concupiscen- 
tia et ira. 




258 [ 36 ] 


P. King / Vivarium 46 (2008) 253-274 


thinkers] separate these things”), and Aristotle rightly notes the difficulty in 
incorporating both imagination and appetite into any of the aforementioned 
schemes. With that he abandons the general question and returns to the mat¬ 
ter at hand. Three points to note. 

First, the suggestion noted in the first passage is reinforced: movement, like 
perception, stems from something that belongs to the soul. In the case of such 
fundamental features the “something” belonging to the soul is to be under¬ 
stood as a part of the soul acting as a principle. In short, Aristotle could easily 
be read as looking for a psychological faculty to account for movement, though 
he does not say so in so many words. 

Second, Aristotle suggests that the source of animal movement is found in 
the appetitive power. He therefore generally sets “appetite” (as a principle) 
against cognition, which looks to the distinction between cognitive and affec¬ 
tive psychology that will be a leitmotiv of mediaeval philosophy. 

Third, recall that in the first passage Aristotle floated the idea that one part 
of a soul can be distinct from another in account. Here he explicitly says that 
parts can differ in account or essence without that settling the ontological 
question whether they are to be identified with a given part of the soul or not; 
it is an open question whether any real difference in the world answers to parts 
differing in definition. 

These two passages in Aristotle do not put forward an account of how to 
construct a psychological theory. If anything, Aristotle seems to deliberately 
refrain from giving such an account. But the passages, suggestive as they are, 
provided his mediaeval readers with the raw materials with which to construct 
psychological theories, built along the lines implicit here. Lets fast-forward a 
millennium and a half to watch them in action. 


3. Thomas Aquinas and the Mainstream View 

Fade in on Aquinas is representative of his generation of scholastic thinkers. 
The details of presentation are his, but the position sketched here can be found 
in his teacher Albert the Great, his fellow-student Bonaventure, his renegade 
disciple Durand of St.-Pour^ain, Giles of Rome, Godfrey of Fontaines, and 
many others. 6 Aquinas discusses both passages from Aristotle in his commen- 

6) See Pius Kiinzle, Das Verhaltnis der Seele zu ihren Potenzen: Problemgeschichte Untersuchungen 
von Augustin bis und mit Thomas von Aquin (Freiburg, 1956) for a survey of views about the 
relation of the soul to its powers (and hence its faculties) from Augustine to Aquinas. 
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tary, the Sententia libri de anima , and covers much the same ground in his 
Quaestiones disputatae de anima q.12 as well as in Summa theologiae l a q.77 
art.l. As usual, his presentation is exceptionally lucid. 7 

Aquinas discusses the second passage from Aristotle, De anima 3.9,432 a 18- 
b 13, in his In De anima 3.8. He takes the opening sentence, where Aristotle 
raises the question what the source in the soul of movement is, to lay out the 
whole agenda of Aristotles subsequent discussion: “whether it is a part of it 
separate either in account or in magnitude, or whether it is the whole soul” 
gives three possible choices: the principle of movement is either (a) the whole 
soul; ( b ) a part of the soul that is separable in magnitude; (c) a part of the soul 
that is separable in account. 

The first alternative to be rejected, according to Aquinas, is (b). Aquinas 
interprets “in magnitude” (megethei ) as “in subject”, “as the Platonists hold” 
(239A16-18). Their mistake is to think that distinct principles require distinct 
subjects, so that there would be at least two souls in a human being, one that 
thinks and senses, the other that feels and moves. Aquinas rejects this move 
because human beings, as indeed all animals, are substantial unities: the life of 
an animal involves movement as well as perception, which is to say in Aristo¬ 
tle’s terms that these principles belong to a single soul (the fundamental prin¬ 
ciple of life). 8 Hence “part” cannot mean “distinct soul”. What then does it 
mean? That is the problem Aristotle says “immediately arises.” 

Aquinas treats the remainder of Aristotle’s second passage as addressed to 
that problem, in the form of a scholastic debate: “Aristotle pursues the point 
first in the manner of a disputation {disputatio) , and second by settling the 
question (< determinant) ) (239A26-29). Roughly, Aquinas takes Aristotle to first 
present candidates for divisions of the soul, and then to offer three arguments 
against them, thereby proving that movement has to be explained by postulat¬ 
ing a different division, one that encompasses both desires and wants—the 
appetitive “part” of the soul, a conception that supersedes and incorporates the 
traditional divisions. But rather than following Aquinas’s exegesis of the text, 
we can get to his solution of the problem about psychic parts by starting with 
his fundamental principles. 


7) See David Gallagher, “Thomas Aquinas on the Will as Rational Appetite” Journal of the His¬ 
tory of Philosophy 29 (1991): 559-584 for a study of Aquinas’s account of the will as rational 
appetite. 

8) Aquinas uses a close variant of this same argument to establish the unicity of substantial form: 
it must be one and the same soul that accounts for perception and thought in the human being, 
since otherwise the human being will not be a substantial unity. 



260 [ 38 ] 


P. King / Vivarium 46 (2008) 253-274 


In Summa theologiae l a q.77 art.3, Aquinas gives the theoretical background 
to his analysis. The souls “movement” involves both a passive aspect (emo¬ 
tion) and an active aspect (choice). These are potencies—something the soul 
is able to experience, where the modality here is interpreted as roughly akin to 
the modern notions of an “ability” or “capacity.” These modern notions cor¬ 
respond to a fundamental distinction among kinds of potencies: abilities to 
active potencies, capacities to passive potencies. Active potencies enable their 
possessor to “do” something, whereas passive potencies enable their possessor 
to “suffer” or “undergo” something. This intuitive sense is captured in the idea 
that the reduction of a potency to act 9 requires a cause or explanation: those 
potencies whose actualization is due to an internal principle are active poten¬ 
cies; those potencies whose actualization is due to an external principle are 
passive potencies. There are systematic differences between them, but a unified 
account is nonetheless possible. A brief look is in order. 

Acts have objects ( obiecta ), and therefore so do the potencies that are indi¬ 
viduated by the acts. 10 What is an “object” in this technical sense? An acorn 
has an active potency for growth, for absorbing nutrients from the surround¬ 
ing soil and converting them to upward growth (stem, seedling, sapling_). 

Yet the acorns potency is not for unlimited growth. Oak trees stop growing 
when they reach their adult form, which limits their potency. To reach the full 
adult height is the “goal” of the acorn, the culmination and terminus of its 
growth. Biochemical processes are the efficient cause of the acorns growth, 
whereas its formal and final cause are its end. This end is the object of the act, 
and hence the object of the acorns potency for growth. The point may be 
summarized as follows: 

(oap) The object of an active potency is the acts end. 

Now consider a passive potency, such as water s capacity to be heated. The 
heating of the water occurs due to an external principle or cause and exists so 
long as the external principle is reducing the potency to act: the water s capac- 


9) Acts are not to be confused with actions. The latter are a special case of the former, namely 
realizations of potencies where the principle is within the agent. Strictly speaking, an act’ is an 
actuality or actualization of a power, and only some of these are actions. 

10) Potencies are individuated by their corresponding acts because potencies and acts are not 
capable of definition: the division of potency and act is a transcendental division of being, on a 
par with the division of being into the ten categories, and hence unable to be captured in a 
genus-species hierarchy (which is what makes definition possible). Yet because act is prior to 
potency, potencies can be distinguished by their corresponding acts. 
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ity to be heated is actualized by a fire so long as it actively heats up the water. 
The external principle acts as the formal and final cause of the actualization of 
the passive potency—its end. 11 As before, the end is the object of the act. 
Hence the object of seeing is the thing seen; the object of being heated is heat 
(more exactly being hot), which is imparted by the fire. The point may be 
summarized as follows: 

(opp) The object of a passive potency is the act’s external principle. 

Acts are themselves distinguished by their objects, which determine the kind 
of act in question: “potencies are distinguished in accordance with the accounts 
( rationes ) of their objects” {In De anima 3.8 240B124-125). 

Since the actuality (or realization) of either kind of potency is defined, and 
hence individuated, by reference to its object, there are as many distinct poten¬ 
cies as there are distinct objects. 12 Yet we do not want to identify each potency 
responsible for the soul’s movement as a principle that is a distinct part of the 
soul. Aquinas takes this to be the problem Aristotle diagnoses at the beginning 
of the second passage {In De anima 3.8 L45.1, 239A38-B45): 13 


n) In this case the external principle is also the efficient cause of the passive potency’s reduction 
from potency to act. The efficient cause actualizing a passive potency may differ from its formal 
and final cause, however. 

12) Following Aristotle’s lead, Aquinas distinguishes the ends of an active potency into roughly 
two kinds (Nicomachean Ethics 2.5 and 10.4): (a) activities, where the goal of the act is the act 
itself, such as dancing or walking; ( b ) performances or achievements, where the end or comple¬ 
tion of the act is the state that obtains at or after the temporal limit of the act, such as winning 
the race or being married. Both activities and achievements are kinds of actions. Passive poten¬ 
cies, by contrast, are of a single type. Since the actuality (or realization) of a passive potency is an 
act that is defined by reference to an external principle, according to opp, such acts must there¬ 
fore be occurrent states of the subject: the external principle exercises its influence on the subject, 
causing a change within it in some way, one which persists so long as the external principle 
continues to exercise its influence. The subject of a passive potency may be put into a state by 
the exercise of a passive potency that persists after the potency is no longer being exercised, but 
the state is not properly the exercise of the passive potency; it is instead the result of its exercise. 
Since the passive potency is only actualized by an external principle, the acts of passive potencies 
are examples of what the subject suffers or undergoes. They are not actions but passions. 

13) “Dicit ergo primo quod mox in principio huius inquisitionis habet dubitationem quo- 
modo oporteat distinguere partes animae, et quot sint, quia secundum aliquem modum 
videntur esse infinitae, id est non posse comprehendi sub aliquo certo numero; et hoc uerum 
esset, si singulis operationibus animae et motibus qui sunt ab anima necesse esset attribuere 
diuersas partes animae.” 
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Aristotle says first of all that immediately at the beginning of his investigation the problem 
arises of how we ought to distinguish the “parts” of the soul and how many there 
are, since in one way there is an indefinite number, that is, not able to be summed up 
under any definite number. This would be true if it were necessary to attribute diverse parts 
of the soul to each of the souls operations and movements stemming from the soul. 

The proper way around this difficulty—the apparently endless fragmentation 
of the soul—is to take inspiration from Aristotle’s remark in De anima 2.2 and 
look not for each proximate potency involved in movement but for their 
underlying principle. Aquinas does this by focussing on the “primary object” 
of the potencies for animal movement, a notion which itself rests on the idea 
of a “per se object”. 

Something counts as the per se object of a potency if it is the proper object 
of the potency. For instance, the per se object of building is the house that is 
built. The builder may also become strong through his physical labor, but 
health is not what building is about by definition: health is only an incidental 
or accidental result of construction. (Building could take place without any¬ 
one becoming healthy, but not without something getting built.) Thus per se 
objects are particular items in the world, such as the newly-constructed 
house. 

The “primary object” of a potency is the most general nonrelational feature, 
or set of features, in virtue of which its per se object counts as its per se object. 14 
The primary object of a potency is therefore the most general characterization 
anything that counts as the object of the potency can fall under; it is the con¬ 
dition any object must satisfy in order to be intelligible as an object of the 
potency, whether the potency be active or passive. The primary object must be 
nonrelational, since otherwise it risks being empty. To say that Jones’s vision is 
actualized by anything visible is true but trivial, since “visible” is a relational 
term that means “able to actualize the faculty of vision.” The primary object 
must equally be general: to say that Jones sees the blackness of the cat’s fur 
in virtue of its blackness is true but unhelpful, since we can see ginger cats as 
well as black ones. The most informative general characterization of what 
can be seen is colour (or more precisely the coloured , the primary object of 
sight. (Analogously, the primary object of geometry is figure rather than, say, 
triangle .) 


14) The notion seems derived from Aristotle’s discussion of ‘commensurate subjects’ in Posterior 
Analytics 1.4, 73 b 32-74 a 3. Aquinas’s terminology is not completely stable; I am using the accep¬ 
ted later regimentation of the vocabulary. He sometimes calls the primary object the ‘formal 
object’. 
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Aquinas’s strategy should now be evident. He identifies a “part” of the soul 
as any psychic principle defined through its primary object, which he calls a 
faculty . In the case of sensitive cognition, for example, this strategy allows us 
to identify vision and hearing as independent faculties. The primary object 
of vision is the coloured, and of hearing is tone and pitch; these are clearly 
distinct, since we can neither see sounds nor hear colours. Hence each is a 
faculty of the soul. 

According to Aquinas, the primary object is what Aristotle had in mind in 
his third alternative in De anima 3.9, listed as ( c ) at the beginning of this sec¬ 
tion: a part of the soul that is separate “in account.” In the case at hand, then, 
Aquinas declares that the primary object of the various cognitive powers is the 
true , whereas the primary object of the various appetitive powers is the good 
(.Summa theologiae l a q.80 art. 1 ad l)} 5 In particular, the primary object of the 
sensitive appetite is the sensible good and that of the intellective appetite, the 
will, is the immaterial good (Summa theologiae l a q.80 art.2). These differ as 
passive and active principles: the sensitive appetite is home to passive poten¬ 
cies, the emotions, 16 whereas the intellective appetite is home to the active 
potency that is the will. In contemporary terms, the difference between cogni¬ 
tive psychology and affective psychology is an intensional difference. He sums 
up his view pithily in commenting on De anima 2.3 in his In De anima 2.5 
(L45.1, 87A1-9): 17 


After defining “soul” in general, Aristotle now turns to giving an account of its parts. But a 
soul has “parts” only insofar as its potencies are called its parts; in this way the parts of 
something capable of many things can be called capacities for each of them. Accordingly, 
to give an account of parts of the soul is to give an account of each of its powers. 


15) Remember, when Aquinas says that the primary object of the appetite is the goody he means 
that any item that counts as an object of appetite must be characterized as good, not that good¬ 
ness itself (whatever that may be) is the object of appetite. 

16) There is a further relevant difference. In keeping with opp, the nature of any emotion is given 
as an object falling under the sensible good. The differentiae of these objects define distinct kinds 
of potencies defined through them. Thus the concupiscible passions (love and hate, desire and 
aversion, joy and sorrow) have the common primary object sensible good or evil taken absolutely 
and the irascible passions (hope and despair, confidence and fear, anger) have the common pri¬ 
mary object sensible good or evil taken as difficult or arduous {Summa theologiae l a q.81 art.2). 

17) “Postquam Aristoteles definiuit animam in communi, nunc accedit ad determinandum de 
partibus eius; non autem habet aliter anima partes nisi secundum quod eius potentiae partes eius 
dicuntur, prout alicuius potentis multa, partes dici possunt potestates ad singula; unde determi¬ 
nate de partibus animae est determinate de singulis potentiis eius.” 
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The description of the psychological faculties spells out the “parts of the soul”, 
each in its own domain of psychological phenomena. 

That might seem to settle the matter: cognitive and affective psychology are 
different. To his credit, Aquinas recognizes that it does not, for two interre¬ 
lated questions have not yet been answered. First, while an intensional distinc¬ 
tion among the objects of potencies might be enough to show that they are 
distinct qua potencies, that does not yet settle the issue about the ontological 
standing of faculties in the soul. Second, Aquinas has yet to address Aristotle’s 
alternative (a) raised in De anima 3.9, namely whether the source in the soul 
of animal movement is the whole soul rather than a part. 

Aquinas addresses both problems with a single response, presented vari¬ 
ously in his commentary on De anima 2.2, Summa theologiae T q77 art.l, In 
Sent. 1 d.3 q.4 art.2, and Quaestiones disputatae de anima q.12. He under¬ 
writes the intensional difference between psychological faculties with an 
extensional difference between the soul and its faculties, and one faculty from 
another. His avowed target is the view that “the soul is its faculties,” which he 
expounds as follows ( Quaestiones disputatae de anima q.12, 108B131-142): 18 

Those who hold that the soul is its faculties {potentiae) have in mind that the very essence 
of the soul is the immediate principle of all the souls operations, claiming that it is through 
the essence of the soul that a human being understands, senses, and does other things of the 
sort, and that it is referred to under diverse names in line with the diversity of these opera¬ 
tions: “sense” insofar as it is the principle of sensing, “intellect” insofar as it is the principle 
of understanding, and so on—just as if we were to refer to the heat of fire as the “melting 
power”, “heating power”, and “drying power”, since it does all these things. 

The appeal of this view is obvious: “since it is one and the same mind that 
wills, that senses, that thinks,” there seems to be no advantage in regarding the 
faculties as separate parts of the mind. 19 The intensional difference between 
cognitive and affective psychology might in fact be purely nominal, neither 


18) “Ponentes igitur quod anima sit suae potentiae, hoc intelligunt, quod ipsa essentia animae sit 
principium immediatum omnium operationum animae, dicentes quod homo per essentiam ani¬ 
mae intelligit, sentit, et alia huiusmodi operatur, et quod secundum diuersitatem operationum 
diuersis nominibus nominatur: sensus quidem in quantum est principium sentiendi, intellectus 
autem in quantum est intelligendi principium, et sic de aliis; utpote si calorem ignis nominare- 
mus potentiam liqufactiuam, calefactiuam et dessicatiuam, quia haec omnia operatur.” 

19) Descartes, Meditations 6 (Adam-Tannery 7, 86): “Neque etiam facilitates uolendi, sentiendi, 
intelligendi etc. eius partes dici possunt, quia una et eadem mens est quae uult, quae sentit, quae 
intelligit.” 
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corresponding to nor in any need of a distinction a parte rei . But this view 
doesn’t work, Aquinas declares. His reasoning is as follows. 

An agent causes an effect only to the extent that the agent actually is or has 
the features of the effect: fire doesn’t cause heat because it shines, but because 
in itself it is actually hot. The principle of the action and the actual effect are 
therefore “conformal” ( conformae ). Aquinas then offers a causal principle 
(109A152-155): 20 

When that which an agent does doesn’t pertain to the substantial being of 
the thing, it is impossible that the principle by which it does it belong to the 
essence of the thing. 

Aquinas illustrates the principle by an example involving natural agents in 
generation. His example is not entirely perspicuous, but perhaps a moment’s 
reflection on the conformality of cause and effect will make the principle seem 
plausible: if an agent brings about a result that “doesn’t pertain to the substan¬ 
tial being of a thing,” then that result must have recourse to a form the agent 
possesses that is not itself essential to the agent—for otherwise the agent would 
be the per se cause of an accidental result, which is not possible. Hence the 
causal principle must hold. And this is all the more clear for the subjects of 
passive potencies, since they do not “suffer” anything non-substantial that 
properly belongs to their essence. Once we have the causal principle in place, 
Aquinas thinks his conclusion follows directly (109B192-110A209): 21 


It is clear that the souls powers, whether active or passive, are not said directly in respect of 
anything substantial but rather something accidental: to be actually understanding and to be 
actually sensing are not substantial being but accidental.... Hence it is clear that the essence 
of the soul is not the immediate principle of its operations, but it operates mediately 
through accidental principles. Accordingly, the soul’s powers are not the very essence of the 
soul, but properties {proprietates) of it. 


In Summa theologiae la q.77 art.l Aquinas clarifies why thinking (say) is not 
“substantial” in the sense at issue: if thinking or willing did pertain to the 
essence of the soul, then merely in virtue of having a soul we would be always 

20) “Quando igitur id quod agitur non pertinet ad esse substantial rei, impossibile est quod 
principium quo agitur sit aliquid de essentia rei.” 

21) “Manifestum est autem quod potentiae animae, siue sint actiuae siue passiuae, non dicuntur 
directe per respectum ad aliquid substantiate, sed ad aliquid accidental: et esse intelligens uel 
sentiens actu non est esse substantiate sed accidentale— Manifestum est igitur quod ipsa essen¬ 
tia animae non est principium immediatum suarum operationum, sed operatur mediantibus 
principiis accidentalibus. Unde potentiae animae non sunt ipsa essentia animae, sed proprietati- 
bus eius.” 
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thinking and willing; manifestly we are not, and so these must not belong to 
the souls essence. The upshot, then, is that there is a real difference between 
the soul and its faculties. 22 

This, then, is the mainstream mediaeval view: the mind s mental architec¬ 
ture consists in the arrangement and interconnection of its faculties, each of 
which is defined intensionally by its primary object and covers a unique 
domain of psychological phenomena; there is a real difference among these 
several faculties, as well as between any psychological faculty and that of which 
it is a faculty, namely the soul. This seems to have been the dominant view in 
High Scholasticism. Its strategic appeal is clear: a distinction that seems borne 
out in experience between cognitive and affective psychology is underwritten 
by metaphysics. The soul is the fundamental subject, but the each psychologi¬ 
cal faculty was licensed to operate as a sub-personal locus of activity (by nature 
separable), causally connected with other faculties, functionally defined and 
linked in an input-output stream. 


4. Scotus and Ockham 

For all its virtues, though, Aquinas left two components of the mainstream 
view unacceptably vague: ( a ) what kind of entity, metaphysically speaking, is 
a psychological faculty? {b) what exactly does the “real difference” between the 
soul and its faculties amount to? At best, Aquinas waffles in his answers. Psy¬ 
chological faculties are “properties”, a word he adopted from Albert the Great; 
it is vague enough to mean almost anything, and Aquinas’s arguments, 
rehearsed above, encourage thinking of faculties as accidents, since Aquinas is 
at such pains to contrast them with essential features. 23 As for their distinct¬ 
ness, all Aquinas does is say that faculties are not the same as the soul in reality; 
he leaves it open how this is to be understood. The usual construal took Aqui- 


22) Aquinas offers further support for his conclusion by noting that whereas the soul is a single 
principle, psychological faculties must be multiple, since some are active (such as intellect and 
will) and some are passive (such as perception and emotion); hence they must stem from distinct 
principles: “and since the essence of the soul is a single principle, it thus cannot be the immediate 
principle of all its actions, but must instead have several diverse faculties” (110A214-220). Since 
this depends on the claim that nothing can simultaneously be the source of both active and 
passive acts, though, it is not as well-founded an argument. 

23) Including propria , which technically “pertain to the essence.” Aquinas takes “proprietates” 
from Alberts Sent. I d.3 M (135), who uses it to explain how Augustine’s triad of memory, intel¬ 
lect, and will are distinct yet form a unity: “Ilia uera tria naturales proprietates seu uires sunt 
ipsius mentis, et a se inuicem differunt.” 
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nas to uphold a real distinction between the soul and its faculties, that is, to 
maintain that one was metaphysically independent of the other, separable by 
divine power at the least. 

There was some dissatisfaction on the latter score. Henry of Ghent, for 
instance, argued that psychological faculties were real relational aspects of the 
soul, and hence distinct by his infamous “intentional distinction” rather than 
by a real distinction (Quodlibets 3 q.14). But the dissenting position with the 
most followers was articulated in the succeeding generation by John Duns 
Scotus, who proposed the following account in his Reportatio 2 d.16 q.un. 
nn.17-19 (WV 13, 43A-44A): 24 

I say that “unitive containment” [of the sort characterizing the soul and its faculties] is not 
a feature of items that are entirely the same, since they aren’t united; nor is it a feature of 
items that remain distinct by the distinctness they had before their union; but those items 
that are really one yet remain formally distinct, or are the same by real identity yet distinct 
formally.... We can take it this way in the case of the intellect and the will, which aren’t 
essential parts of the soul but are unitively contained in the soul as though they were 
its attributes, 25 and according to which the soul is able to perform its acts—not that they 
are the soul’s essence formally, but are formally distinct, and nevertheless are really the 
same identically and unitively.... The [faculties] can even be called “parts” in that none 
of them expresses the whole perfection of the essence containing them, but only partial 
[perfection]. 

Scotus is proposing that the soul is not really but only formally distinct from 
its faculties. This might seem to explain the obscure by the more obscure, but 
it is not so bad as all that. The core intuition behind Scotuss formal distinc¬ 
tion is, roughly, that existential inseparability does not entail identity in defi¬ 
nition, backed up by the conviction that this is a fact about the way things are 
rather than a matter of how we conceive them. 26 Since formally distinct items 


24) “Ideo dico continentia unitua non est eorumquae omnino sunt idem, quia ilia non uniuntur; 
nec est eorum quae manent distincta, ista distinctione qua fuerunt distincta ante unionem; sed 
quae sunt unum realiter, manent tamen distincta formaliter, siue quae sunt idem identitate reali, 
distincta tamen formaliter.... Sic ergo possumus accipere de intellectu et uoluntate, quae non 
sunt partes essentiales animae, sed sunt unitiue contenta in anima quasi passiones eius, propter 
quas anima est operatiua, non quod sint essentia eius formaliter, sed sunt formaliter distinctae, 
idem tamen identice et unitiue.... et possunt etiam dici partes, secundum quod nulla dicit 
totam perfectionem essentiae continentis, sed quasi partialem.” 

25) “Attributes”: passiones , here with the technical meaning of something truly predicable per se 
secundo modo of another, the way “one”, “true”, and “good” are attributes of being. 

26) Scotus discusses the formal distinction ex professo in his Lectura 1 d.8 p.l q.4 nn. 172-188; 
Ordinatio 1 d.2 p.2 qq.1-4 nn.388-410 and d.8 p.l q.4 nn.191-217; and several Parisian lectures, 
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are existentially inseparable, they are really identical, in the sense just defined. 
Hence the formal distinction only applies to a single real thing. Now some 
really identical items may differ in their definitions. More precisely, they may 
differ in account (in ratione ), which is a generalization of the strict notion of 
Aristotelian “definition”: an account, like a definition, picks out the feature or 
set of features that make something to be what it is, though it need not do so 
by genus and specific differentia. All definitions are accounts but not con¬ 
versely: there are items that lack definitions yet do have a set of features that 
make them what they are: the highest genera, potencies, the four causes, acci¬ 
dental unities, and so on. Thus items that are formally distinct have non¬ 
identical definitions or accounts, that is, the account of one does not include 
that of the other. Nevertheless, the items that are formally distinct are com¬ 
bined together into something that has them in such a way as to make up a 
unity—“unitive containment”. Hence Scotus’s position is that the psychologi¬ 
cal faculties of intellect and will are really identical with the soul, but formally 
distinct from one another, since what it is to be an intellect does not include 
the will, and what it is to be a will does not include the intellect. Exactly how 
this works out on the metaphysical side is a bit of a mystery, but the position 
is clear enough; it maintains intensional difference with extensional identity, 
although the intensional difference is underwritten in reality somehow. 

Yet although Scotus explicitly argues against Aquinas at length (nn.3-10), 
the difference between their positions is, I think, minor. Whatever Aquinas 
may have intended by the claim that the soul and its faculties are not the same 
in reality, it is clear he thought that there is some real difference between them. 
Scotus likewise thinks that the soul differs from its faculties in reality. Indeed, 
the formal distinction is not a “distinction of reason” (a merely conceptual 
distinction) precisely because it is based in reality. This is apparent from Sco¬ 
tuss description of the formal distinction. For both real identity and defini¬ 
tional non-identity are independent of any activity of the intellect. We discover 
the accounts of things through thinking; we do not thereby create them. 27 
Hence the distinction between formally distinct items seems to be present in 
the world, not even partially caused by the intellect. It is therefore “real” in the 
broad sense. That is sufficient to be counted in the mediaeval mainstream. 


mostly surviving only in student transcriptions ( reportationes ). I will ignore here the vexed que¬ 
stion about whether Scotus changed his account of the formal distinction. 

27) Scotus makes this point explicitly in Ordinatio 1 d.8 p.l q.4 n.193: “Furthermore, the defi¬ 
nition indicates not only an aspect that is caused by the mind, but the quiddity of a thing; formal 
non-identity is therefore ex parte reu See also d.25 q.un. n.10 and his Quaest. in Metaph. 7 q.13 
nn.90-91. 
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William of Ockham dissents from the mainstream, inaugurating a minority 
tradition that is radically opposed to the “real difference” tradition represented 
by Aquinas and others (including Scotus). Ockham explicitly holds that the 
soul just is its psychological faculties. He devotes his Reportatio 2 q.20 to the 
matter, asking “whether memory, intellect, and will are really distinct facul¬ 
ties”; he states and refutes at length the views of Thomas Aquinas, Henry of 
Ghent, and Duns Scotus, before declaring his opinion (435.4-8): 28 


I say that the faculties of the soul that we are speaking of in the case at hand, namely intel¬ 
lect and will (I’m not talking about the sensitive powers now since there will be a treatment 
of them later), are really the same as each other and with the essence of the soul. 

Ockham enunciates this conclusion after his mind-numbing detailed exami¬ 
nation and refutation of the philosophers mentioned above. But he does offer 
some positive grounds for adopting his view. When he turns to the strongest 
argument for thinking that there is a real difference among psychological fac¬ 
ulties, namely that really distinct operations must proceed from really distinct 
faculties, and the operations of intellect and will are really distinct (425.5-7), 
he begins his reply with a flourish of the Razor (444.2-8) : 29 


As for the initial argument, I say that sometimes operations require distinct principles and 
sometimes they do not. For instance, sensitive and intellective cognition bespeak a distinc¬ 
tion between sense and intellect. But as for when this ought to be postulated and when not, 
we should turn back to experience or an evident argument. Yet since neither is present in 
the case at hand, [namely the case of intellect and will], a plurality of principles should not 
be postulated due to the plurality of operations. 


Ockham sketches an account of when such plurality should be postulated 
(444.17-445.12): 30 


28) “[Dico] quod potentiae animae, de quibus loquimur in proposito, scilicet intellectus et 
uoluntas—non loquendo de potentiis sensitiuis nunc, quia alias erit sermo de eis—sunt idem 
realiter inter se et cum essentia animae.” 

29) “Ad primum principale dico quod aliquando operationes distinctae requirunt distincta prin- 
cipia, aliquando non; sicut cognitio sensitiua et intellectiua arguunt distinctionem inter sensum 
et intellectum. Sed quando istud est ponendum et quando non, recurrendum est ad experien- 
tiam uel ad euidentem rationem. Sed quia in proposito neutra est, ideo ex pluralitate operatio- 
num non est ponenda pluralitas principiorum.” 

30) “Ideo ad sciendum quando ex distinctione operationum potest inferri distinctio potentiarum 
et quando non, sciendum quod uniuersaliter quando omnia extrinseca cognoscenti sunt 
uniformia—puta quando obiectum est aequaliter praesens, uel plura obiecta, et medium aequaliter 
dispositum et omnia extrinseca aequaliter se habent respectu cognoscentis—si tunc cognoscens 
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In order to know when the distinctness of powers can be inferred from the distinctness of 
operations and when not, note the following: 

In every case when all the factors external to the knower are uniform—e. g. when the 
object is equally present (or the many objects are equally present), and the medium is 
equally disposed, and all external factors are equally related in respect of the knower—if 
at that point the one who knows, desires, and also has the power can have one act with 
respect to one object and no other act with respect to the same (if it is appropriate to 
have the act with regard to that object or with regard to some other object in respect of 
which it is appropriate to have it), such that it cannot have another act in any other way, 
whether each act is cognitive or appetitive or sensitive or intellective, then from the dis¬ 
tinctness of such acts, the distinctness of the powers [that are the source of the acts] follows 
of necessity. 

On the other hand, if, when every external obstacle is removed, the one who knows, 
desires, and has the power has one act with respect to some object and by that very fact, 
with his nature remaining the same, can have another act with regard to the same object or 
to another, then, from the distinctness of the acts, the distinctness of the powers [that are 
the source of the acts] never follows. Instead, an identity and unity of the powers follows of 
necessity in respect of those acts. 


Not for Ockham the “evident” difference between the primary objects of intel¬ 
lect and will, such as Aquinas saw, to underwrite a real distinction. Ockham 
holds that a merely intensional difference, such as the difference in proper 
objects, can never as such underwrite a real difference. To establish a real dis¬ 
tinction among powers, and therefore among psychological faculties, Ockham 
invokes the stringent standard outlined in this passage: if it is not possible to 
elicit distinct simultaneous acts directed at the same object, holding all other 
relevant circumstances fixed, the faculties from which the acts stem are really 
distinct; 31 otherwise, ontological parsimony holds sway, and the acts stem 
from one and the same faculty or power. 

Having enunciated this stringent criterion for the real distinction, Ockham 
points out that acts of intellect and will fail to satisfy it, since they can be elic- 


et appetens, habens potentiam, potest habere actum unum circa unum obiectum et non alium 
actum circa idem—si natus sit haberi circa illud obiectum uel circa aliud obiectum circa quod 
natus est haberi—ita quod nullo modo potest habere alium actum, siue uterque actus sit cogni- 
tiuus siue appetitiuus siue sensitiuus siue intellectiuus, tunc ex distinctione talium actuum neces- 
sario sequitur distinctio potentiarum. Sed quando cognoscens et appetens, habens potentiam, 
amoto omni impediment© extrinseco, cognoscens habet unum actum circa aliquod obiectum, et 
eo ipso, stante natura sua, potest habere alium actum circa idem obiectum uel aliud, ibi ex 
distinctione actuum nunquam sequitur distinctio potentiarum, immo sequitur necessario iden- 
titas et unitas potentiae respectu illorum actuum.” 

31) Ockhams reasoning here is that any given faculty can only elicit one act at a time, and hence 
if the second act in question can occur it must stem from a different faculty, and if not, not. 
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ited simultaneously with respect to the same object. He does not bother to 
argue the point, since he believes, correctly, that it is obvious. Likewise, there 
is no reason to postulate a real distinction between the soul itself as a whole 
and any of its various faculties. Hence on Ockham’s alternative picture, the 
difference between the soul and its various faculties, and between the faculties 
themselves, is merely conceptual. Willing something and knowing it (say) are 
just two ways that one and the same thing, the soul, has of relating itself to the 
thing. Nor is there any reason to think that these “ways” are distinct in them¬ 
selves. What appears convex may come to appear concave by changing position; 
perhaps thinking and willing are no more distinct than that; to want something 
may be nothing other that to make certain judgments about it, for instance. 

Ockhams radical rejection of the mainstream view seems to have had some 
currency at Oxford in the 1320s; Robert Holcot was apparently an adherent, 
and William Crathorn identified the soul not only with its faculties but also 
with its actions—a mediaeval Hume, indeed, finding only mental acts within: 
Sent. 1 q.l (74-97). 32 But it is not clear how far Ockhams opinion extended. 
Even the arch-nominalist Jean Buridan, when he discussed the relation of the 
soul to its acts, opted to endorse Aquinas’s view rather than Ockham’s in his 
Quaestiones in De anima 3.20: 33 


Still, these replies [against the mainstream view] notwithstanding, I firmly adhere to the 
contrary opinion: namely, that as long as I understand and know, my intellect is neither 
intellection nor knowledge; on the contrary, intellection and knowledge are dispositions 
distinct from it and inhering in it. 

As for intellect and act of cognition, so too for the soul and any of its faculties 
in general. Ockham’s opposition was strident but it did not even become an 
entrenched dogma of nominalism. 


5. Conclusion 

Despite Ockham’s opposition, the mainstream view of mental architecture 
seems to predominate, all the way to the point where it vanishes practically 


32) Heinrich Schepers, “Holkot contra dicta Crathorn II” in Philosophisches Jahrbuch 79 (1972), 
106-136 describes Holkot s adherence to Ockham’s view. But he surely goes too far when he says 
that Ockhams view was the “common opinion” of Oxford at the time. 

33) Translation in Jack Zupko, “John Buridan’s Philosophy of Mind” (Ph. D. dissertation, Cor¬ 
nell University, 1989). 
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overnight with Descartes. It is no surprise to find Cajetan defending Aquinas s 
view, as he does; it is likewise understandable that Suarez does so. But it is a 
surprise to see the mainstream view defended by the independent-minded 
Renaissance philosopher Giacomo Zabarella, who treats the question at length 
in his Liber de facultatibus animae —one of the thirty “books” making up his 
weighty (even by Renaissance standards) tome De rebus naturalibus in libros 
Aristotelis De anima of 1590. Zabarella even apologizes for defending the 
mainstream view at such length, since it is a traditional chestnut. Aside from 
a few diehard Ockhamists and a few materialists who wanted to identify the 
biological bases of all psychology—too far ahead of their time—the main¬ 
stream view was part of the prevailing intellectual climate; philosophers instead 
put their energies into determining the relative standing of the psychological 
faculties, in particular whether the intellect is dependent on the will or con¬ 
versely. The real distinctness of the faculties seems not even on the table for 
discussion. 

What happened? Descartes could breezily dismiss the whole mediaeval tra¬ 
dition, clearly alive and well in his day, with a throwaway that seems almost 
lifted from Ockham at the end of Meditation 6 (86) : 34 

Neither can the faculties of willing, sensing, thinking, and so on be called “parts” of [the 

mind], since it is one and the same mind that wills, that senses, that thinks. 

A cartesian soul is itself a substance, related to but really distinct from the 
substance which is its associated bodily machine. It is notoriously a “thinking 
thing,” a res cogitans. According to Meditation 2, a thinking thing is something 
that “doubts, understands, affirms, denies, wills, refuses, and also imagines 
and senses ( imaginans quoque etsentiensY (28). Descartes defines “thought” in 
the appendix to his Replies to the Second Objections as “all that of which we are 
conscious of operating in us, and that is why not only understanding, willing, 
and imagining but also sensing are thoughts” (160). Indeed, Descartes more 
than once speaks of sensations as “confused”, as when he states in Meditation 
6 that “all these sensations of hunger, pain, thirst, and so on, are nothing other 
than certain confused modes of thinking” (81). Therefore, thinking and sens¬ 
ing are treated on a par as phenomena which are equally grounded in the same 
thing, namely, the cartesian soul itself, distinguished only by degrees of clarity 
and distinctness. Pains, perceptions, ideas, and truths are the immediate sub- 


34) “Neque etiam facultates uolendi, sentiendi, intelligendi etc. eius partes did possunt, quia una 
et eadem mens est quae uult, quae sentit, quae intelligit.” 



P. King / Vivarium 46 (2008) 253-274 


[ 51 ] 273 


jects of non-representational awareness; at least some of these elements are 
themselves representational, where “representation” is analyzed as the presence 
of what is represented in objective being. The assimilation of sensations— 
pains and perceptions—to ideas and truths is motivated by construing the 
living body as a well-functioning automaton; the distinction among psycho¬ 
logical phenomena seems to be grounded on the distinction between degrees 
of clarity and distinctness (although there may be non-trivial distinctions on 
the basis of representative character). With the location of (second-grade and 
third-grade) sensing on the side of the cartesian soul, divorced from the phys¬ 
iological sense-organs of the bodily machine, Descartes has created a unitary 
“inner space”: the mind. A distinction of subject and object is possible, but the 
highly articulated Scholastic framework of distinct faculties is not present; the 
cartesian soul contains only a self and its “thoughts” (including volitions), 
confused or otherwise. 

The factor that brought the inner cathedral to ruins, I suggest, is eliminat¬ 
ing the gap between the sensitive and the intellective souls, on the side of the 
intellect. Once the real distinction between animal souls and human souls had 
collapsed—possible since Descartes rejected the idea that animals have souls— 
there was no reason to keep the other fundamental distinction, that of the 
cognitive and the affective, in place. Descartes himself, of course, hung onto 
the distinction as well as he could; we learn in Meditation 4, for instance, that 
the intellect is finite whereas the will is infinite. But without a metaphysical 
distinction to support their distinctness, there was no reason to adopt the 
mainstream mediaeval view, and the success of Cartesian philosophy, in 
essence, razed the Inner Cathedral to the ground. 35 
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Abstract 

According to Scotus, an intelligible species with universal content, inherent in the 
mind, is a partial cause of an occurrent cognition whose immediate object is the self¬ 
same species. I attempt to explain how Scotus defends the possibility of this causal 
activity. Scotus claims, generally, that forms are causes, and that inherence makes no 
difference to the capacity of a form to cause an effect. He illustrates this by examining 
a case in which an accident is an instrument of a substance in the production of a 
certain sort of effect. All that is required is that the accident is relevantly joined to the 
substance, whether or not it inheres in the substance. Since intelligible species are bear¬ 
ers of semantic content, it follows that non-inherent objects of thought can also be the 
bearers of such content. Such objects are included in the mind without inherence, and 
the boundary between the mind and external reality is to this extent broken down. 

Keywords 
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1. Introduction 

One of the many more or less controversial features of Scotus s cognitive psy¬ 
chology is the belief that the intelligible species—according to Scotus the 
mental object of an occurrent cognition whose contents are universal—has an 
efficiently causal role to play in the formation of such a cognition. 1 This belief 
is controversial because an intelligible species is an accidental form, not a sub¬ 
stance; and more generally, even setting aside its non-substiantiality, there is a 


l) For Scotuss arguments in favour of this claim, see my “Duns Scotus and Some Late Thir¬ 
teenth-Century Opinions on the Mental Word”, in The Word in Medieval Logic, Theology, and 
Philosophy , ed. Tetsuro Shimizu and Charles Burnett (Turnhout: Brepols, forthcoming). 
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more general question about the possibility of a form immanent, inherent or 
intrinsic to the agent or mind being what we might properly think of as the 
ultimate cause of a cognition: how can such a form be an efficient cause joint 
with the substance or agent in which it is immanent? Scotus attempts to 
defend his view against this general worry as follows: 


[A] That [the species] perfects this intellect is accidental to the species, in so far as it is a 
partial cause with respect to the act of cognizing, concurring with the intellect as the other 
partial cause. For even if it perfects [the intellect], it does not give the intellect any activity 
pertaining to the intellect s causality. Example: the motive power in a hand can use a knife 
to cut up a body, in so far as [the knife] is sharp. If this sharpness were in the hand as its 
substance, then the hand could use it for the same operation, and nevertheless it would be 
accidental to the hand (in so far as the motive power is in it) that sharpness is in it, and vice 
versa, because the sharpness gives the hand no perfection pertaining to [motive] power. 
This is apparent, because the motive power is equally perfect without such sharpness, and 
it uses [the sharpness] in the same way when it is in some other thing joined to the hand— 
such as a knife—as it would use it if it were in the hand. 

So it is in the case at hand. If the species could exist in the intellect without inhering in 
it in the manner of form, and if by that mode of existence in [the intellect] it were or could 
be sufficiently conjoined to the intellect, these two partial causes, conjoined to each other, 
could [tend] to the same operation to which they now can when the species informs the 
intellect. This is also apparent if we posit some intelligible [object] present without a spe¬ 
cies. That object is a partial cause that does not inform the intellect (which is the other 
partial cause); but these two partial causes, close to each other without the informing of the 
one by the other, cause one common effect by their required proximity alone. 

If this latter is posited, perhaps there is a reason for it to be impossible that an accident, 
which is an immanent and not a transeunt ( transiens ) principle, be sufficiently joined to the 
substrate unless it is in it subjectively—which is why it is called an accident. But surely the 
divine essence in the intellect of a blessed—which is neither immanent in the essence [of 
the blessed] nor in something of which it is a form—is a principle of intuitive cognition? 2 


2) “Accidit speciei in quantum est causa partialis respectu actus intelligendi, concurrens cum 
intellectu ut alia causa partiali, quod ipsa perficiat intellectum, quia etsi perficiat eum, non 
tamen dat intellectui aliquam activitatem, pertinentem a causalitatem intellectus. Exemplum: 
potentia motiva in manu potest uti cultello in quantum acutus est, ad dividendum aliquod 
corpus. Ista acuties si esset in manu ut in subiecto, posset manus uti ea ad eandum operationem, 
et tamen accideret manui—in quantum est in ea potentia motiva—quod acuties in ea esset, et e 
converso, quia acuties nullam perfectionem daret manui pertinentem ad potentiam motivam. 
Quod apparet, quia aeque perfecta est potentia motiva sine tali acutie, et odem modo unitur ea 
quando est in alio, coniuncto manui (ut cultello), sicut uteretur ea si esset in manu. Ita in pro- 
posito. Si species posset esse inexsistens intellectui absque inhaerentia per modum formae, si illo 
modo inexsistens esset vel posset esse sufficienter conuincta intellectui, possent istae duae causae 
partiales, intellectus et species, coniunctae sibi invicem, in eandem operationem in quam modo 
possunt quando species informat intellectum. Quod etiam apparet ponendo aliquod intelligibile 
praesens sine specie: illud enim obiectum est causa partialis, et non informat intellectum, qui est 
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In what follows, I shall present what is in effect an extended commentary on 
this striking passage, and attempt to draw out some of its implications, not 
only for Scotuss cognitive psychology but also for his account of the mind- 
body relation as such. [A] involves two general and on the face of it unex¬ 
pected claims that turn out to be instances of general beliefs about causation 
held by Scotus: (1) that the cause of the motion of a material substance is not 
the whole substance itself (here, by synecdoche, the arm), but the form of such 
a whole (here the motive power that is in the arm); and further (2) that both 
extrinsic and intrinsic objects/accidental forms are used by the cause in analo¬ 
gous ways (here, sharpness in a knife and sharpness in a hand). I deal with 
these general claims in sections 1 and 2 respectively, and then go on to apply 
them to general questions of the relation between mind and body (section 3) 
and specific issues in cognitive psychology (section 4). 


2. Form and Causal Power 

On the face of it, it is surprising to be told that the cause of such-and-such an 
effect of a material substance—one composed of matter and form—is strictly 
speaking the form of that substance, and not the substance itself. But Scotus 
makes the point explicitly: 

Every form, existing as a form in another [thing], gives to that thing that it is denominated 
by its [viz. the forms] action, just as [the form] gives existence to the thing. And although 
a form in a suppositum [i.e. a substance] is denominated by its [viz. the form’s] action, nev¬ 
ertheless [it is] not [so] by final denomination, but the suppositum is more finally denomi¬ 
nated by the same action. 3 


altera causa partialis; sed istae duae causae partiales approximatae, absque informatione alterius 
ab altera, per solam approximationem debitam causant unum effectum communem. Hoc 
secundum, si ponitur, non sine causa forte impossibile est accidens quod est principium imma- 
nentis et non transeuntis esse sufficienter coniuctum passo nisi sit in illo subiective, quare dicitur 
accidens. Nonne essentia divina in intellectu beati est principium intuitionis, quae non immanet 
essentiae illi nec alicui cuius ipsa sit forma?”: Scotus, Ord. 1.3.3.2, nn. 300-301, Vatican ed. Ill, 
296-297. 

3) “Omnis forma, exsistens in alio ut forma, sicut dat illi esse ita dat illi aliquo modo denominari 
a sua actione, et licet forma in supposito denominaretur ab actione sua, non tamen ultimata 
denominatione, sed ulterius denominaretur suppositum ab eadem actione”: Scotus, Ord. 1.12.1, 
n. 51, Vatican ed. V, 54.1 discuss this passage in more detail in my The Metaphysics of the Incar¬ 
nation: Thomas Aquinas to Duns Scotus (Oxford, 2002), 222-23, and “Divisibility, Communica¬ 
bility, and Predicability in Duns Scotuss Theories of the Common Nature”, Medieval Philosophy 
and Theology 11 (2003), 43-63, 59-60. 
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Actions are done by forms; the actions of these forms belong to the substance 
by “piggy-backing”: from the form, to the substance. This account locates 
causal explanations “at the level of the principles” for such relations, rather 
than at “the level of primary substances, in all the richness of their properties 
and principles”. 4 The relations themselves, as we shall see, inhere equally in 
both the form and the composite, and it is this joint inherence that enables 
Scotuss account to avoid possible causal overdetermination. Presupposed to 
Scotuss view is a reification or hypostatization of forms: forms are as real, and 
as particular, as the composite substances which they compose. 5 Furthermore, 
Scotus supposes that at least some such forms are active: that, for example, 
they automatically do things, or make things, unless prevented. A paradigm 
case, one much beloved of Scotus, might be heap, we sometimes (rightly or 
wrongly) speak of heat as being that which heats things—rather than speak of 
a hot thing being that which heats things. 6 

An active form is one that does or makes something. To grasp precisely 
what Scotus wants to say, we need to understand the distinction between 
doing and making—or between operation and production, as Scotus puts it. 
Fundamentally, the former is “that whose ultimate goal is a doing (usus), not 
something brought about (actum), the activity (actio) of which remains also in 
the agent”. 7 Scotus ascribes operation not to the category of action but to that 
of quality, and talks of it in Aristotelian fashion as the “second act” of some¬ 
thing actual (of something in “first act”). 8 The latter, production, results in 
some further object or state of affairs. It is production which is properly located 
in the category of action. 9 Scotus divides it into two sorts: immanent and 
transeunt (transiens). Transeunt productions are those that result in some effect 
external to the agent: making something to be cp, or simply making it to be. 10 


4) Peter King, “Duns Scotus on the Reality of Self-Change”, in Self-Motion from Aristotle to 
Newton , ed. Mary Louise Gill and James G. Lennox (Princeton, 1994), 229-90, 261; note that 
Kings reading of Scotus on this point is opposed to that which I offer here: see King, “Duns 
Scotus on the Reality of Self-Change”, 260-62. 

5) On this, see my Metaphysics of the Incarnation , 44-46; and The Physics of Duns Scotus: The 
Scientific Context of a Theological Vision (Oxford, 1998), 34-41, 95-100. 

6) See Scotus, Ord. 1.7.1 n. 70, Vatican ed. IV, 137-38, quoted below. 

7) “Activa propria sumpta... est cuius ultimus finis est usus (et non aliquid actum), cuius etiam 
actio manet in agente”: Scotus, In metaph. 9.11, n. 8, OPh IV, 607. 

8) See e.g. Scotus, Ord\ 1.6.un., nn. 14-15, Vatican ed. IV, 92-94; see too the passages referred 
to in my Duns Scotus on God, Ashgate Studies in the History of Philosophical Theology 
(Aldershot/Burlington, VA, 2005), 20, n. 8. 

9) See n. 8 above; see also In metaph. 9.3-4, n. 49, OPh IV, 557-58. 

10) See Scotus, In metaph. 9.11, n. 10, OPh IV, 607; also In metaph. 9.3-4, n. 48, OPh IV, 556-57. 
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Immanent production is paradigmatically the production of an operation: 
something making itself to be in such and such an active state. 11 The technical 
term for this second sort of production is “eliciting”, 12 and the elicited product 
relevant for our psychological purposes here is an occurrent cognition. When 
we think, we make ourselves to be in the state of occurrently cognizing by 
producing or eliciting that state—occurrent cognition—in ourselves. 13 

The notion of an intrinsic production may seem at best otiose, and at worst 
incoherent. For we might think, first, that a substances operations—its 
doings—do not need to be produced (to do something is just to be in a certain 
state), and we might think, secondly, that positing the contrary will entail a 
vicious regress, since if operations need to be produced, it looks as though 
productions need to be produced too, and so on ad infinitum. Indeed, this 
second consideration is one of the classic arguments that can be offered against 
the whole notion of agent-causation. Scotus undermines both objections (par¬ 
simony and incoherence) by clarifying precisely how production should be 
understood. For as he sees it the Aristotelian category of action is merely a 
kind of relation. Specifically, the relation of production (whether immanent or 
transeunt) is just what Scotus calls an “intrinsic” relation: it exists just so long 
as its terms do. The relation of production thus arises automatically given the 
existence of the agent and of the product, be it something external or merely 
an immanent operation. On this analysis, thinking (for example) really is at 
root just a doing* not a making , and the production does not need to be pro¬ 
duced; it simply arises, given the existence of the agent and the operation. 14 
The logical (not temporal) order goes something like this: (i) productive activ¬ 
ity of producer (form); (ii) existence of product; (iii) production relation 
between producer (form) and product; (iv) production relation (identical to 
that in [iii]) between composite and product. 

Scotus is clear, then, that causal activity is explained by form, in the very 
strong sense that the form of a composite material substance is responsible for 
the production of an effect. He claims, nevertheless, that this causal activity 
can be predicated of the whole substance. In talking about this piggy-backing, 
Scotus uses a technical term: the activity denominates the whole substance. 
Denomination is a logical relation, but Scotus makes a stronger, metaphysical 
claim as well: one and the same operation—a quality—inheres in both the 


n) See n. 8 above; also Scotus, In metaph. 9.3-4, n. 48, OPh IV, 356-37. 

12) See Scotus, In metaph. 9.3-4, n. 49, OPh IV, 557-58. 

13) See n. 8 above. 

14) On this, see Scotus, Ord. 4.13.1, n. 12, Wadding ed. VIII, 796-97. 
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form and the composite, 15 and one and the same production—a relation— 
likewise inheres in both form and composite. Specifically, these items inhere 
in the form directly, and in the composite indirectly, piggy-backing from the 
form: 

Sometimes there are said by the same abstract term many denominatives which naturally 
denominate diverse things, to which diverse things that which is signified by the abstract 
term has a relation. This could be shown in many examples if prolixity did not prevent it. 
Thus, that which principiates and that by which it principiates are denominated in different 
ways by this relation which is called “principiation”, signified in the abstract, for that by 
which [it principiates is denominated] immediately, and that which [principiates is denom¬ 
inated] mediately. And in this way two denominatives can be appropriated to these things, 
namely such that that by which is called the principle, and that which [principiates] is called 
the principiator. 16 

Elsewhere Scotus makes just the same point for the relation of causing, prop¬ 
erly speaking: producing something external to the agent. 17 The idea is that 
numerically the same relation—principiating—inheres in both the form and 
the composite, and it inheres in the composite in virtue of its inherence in a 
part of the composite—namely, in the form. Principiation is the same relation 
as production. Both relations are wider than that of causing, because, unlike 
causing, they can have immanent as well as transeunt results. Eliciting is a 
determinate of principiating; causing is another. Both relations are intrinsic 
(in the sense outlined above): once the principiator and the principiated exist, 
the relation of principiation necessarily obtains between them. To this extent, 
neither principiation nor production are directly causally explained: it is the 
fact that the form is active that explains the existence of the product, and 
thence the relation of production that exists between producer and product. 
And what allows the productive activity of the form (in all cases other than 
voluntary activity) to result in the existence of the product is merely the 


15) See Scotus, In metaph. 9.3-4, nn. 48-49, OPh IV, 336-38. 

16) “Ab eodem abstracto quandoque dicuntur plura denominativa, quae scilicet nata sunt deno¬ 
minate diversa, ad quae diversa habet habitudinem illud quod per abstractum significatur. Posset 
in multis exemplificari si prolixitas non obstaret. Sic ab ista relatione quae dicitur principiatio 
significata in abstracto, diversimode denominatur ‘illud quod’ principiat, et ‘illud quo’ princi- 
piat, quia ‘illud quo’ immediate, et ‘illud quod’ mediate. Et secundum hoc possunt duo denomi¬ 
nativa istis appropriari, ut scilicet illud quo dicatur principium, et illud quod dicatur principians”: 
Scotus, In metaph. 9.3-4, n. 19, OPh IV, 541-42; see also Th. 4, n. 7, OPh II, 626; Ord. 1.7.1, 
n. 13, Vatican ed. IV, 111. 

17) See Scotus, Th. 4, n. 2, OPh II, 625. 
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removal of blocks: for example, of local distance between some suitable extrin¬ 
sic substrate and the productive form, or the addition of some suitable joint 
cause, depending on the kind of production envisaged. It is the identity of the 
production relation in both form and composite that blocks any misleading 
temptation to view the form as something used by the composite in produc¬ 
tion 18 —something that turns out to be a central in the account of part-whole 
instrumentality that I give in the next section. 

As we shall see, Scotus insists that not all forms are active, and this turns out 
to be important for his account of instrumental causality, which I consider in 
the next section. Furthermore, the sense of “active” is technical, and it is iden¬ 
tified as “productive”: active forms (in the required sense) are those that are 
productive, and paradigmatically productive of other forms/substances of the 
same kind—“univocal” causes, in the jargon: 


Not only is a relation of active power not founded in every being, but also [it is not founded] 
in every form. For, setting aside various less perfect things, it is clear that what is extended, 
as extended, does not make another nearby extended thing, previously unequal to it, to be 
made like it or equal to itself in quantity, just as what is hard does not make something hard 
that was previously not hard. But what is active, contrariwise, immediately changes what is 
nearby it, making it like itself, provided [every] impediment is removed, as is clear in the 
case of what is hot. Thus it can be argued that there is no active form other than some 
substantial form perhaps, and some in the genus of quality. 19 

In fact, as we shall see, univocity is not a requirement for being an active form; 
but production (as opposed to mere operation) certainly is. 

The last sentence in the passage just quoted asserts that both substantial 
forms and certain accidents—namely, qualities—can be active, and thus effi¬ 
cient causes of products. In the complex passage that follows here, Scotus is 
trying to show that both accidental and substantial forms are efficient causes. 
The background is a worry that if forms are causes, and if they are only acci¬ 
dentally joined to their substrate (be it matter or substance), then it follows 


18) See Scotus, Th. 4, n. 3, OPh II, 623. 

19) “Non solum non in quocumque ente, sed nec in quacumque forma, fundatur relatio poten- 
tiae activae. Nec videtur difficultas in ostendendo quod ita sit. Nam caeteris minus perfectis 
praetermissis, patet quod quantum, inquantum quantum, non assimilat sive adaequat sibi in 
quantitate aliud quantum proximatum prius inaequale, nec durum indurat aliud prius non 
durum. Activum autem sibi approximatum opposito modo se habens, statim transmutat, ut 
assimilet sibi circumscripto impedimento; apparet de calido. Ita potest argui quod nulla forma 
activa est nisi aliqua substantialis forte et aliqua de genere qualitatis”: Scotus, In metaph. 9.6, 
n. 11, OPh IV, 379-80. 
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that all (embodied) causes are merely accidental unities. The reply is that the 
status of the cause as an essential unity is irrelevant to its capacity to cause. 
Both accidents and substantial forms are unities in a way that composite sub¬ 
stances or accidental unities are not, but this makes no difference to the causal 
question: 

It can be conceded that an accident alone is an efficient cause with respect to its effect, and 
an accident alone is the effect, because an accident is a being per se completely having its 
entity, and it is not essentially something belonging to another.... It can [also] be conceded 
that a substantial form alone primarily really causes efficiently.... The composite [does this] 
per se, because it does it through something belonging to it, and it is one.... For the notion 
of efficient cause, there is not required that it is a subsistent being, but only that it exists, or 
is an act, for the accident. 20 


The claim about substantial form is that it causes directly; the composite causes 
because a part of it causes—so it does not do so directly, even though it does 
it per se , that is, as something that is a substantial unity. 

Of course, Scotus does not mean to suggest that inactive (non-productive) 
forms are simply static: 

There are proper operations of natural per se existent things...—at least if we extend 
“operation”to any [activity], whether immanent or transeunt, or even to causing a form, or 
to local motion. And in this way what is heavy has the proper operation of tending down¬ 
wards when it is outside its proper place. And when it is at rest, it is said to have a more 
perfect operation than when it moves.... But Aristotle does not seem to extend “operation” 
in this way when he says in De caelo 2 that the imperfect lacks operation. 21 


Many such forms will be productive of their own (intrinsic) operations: of 
productions, that is, different in kind from themselves (and thus be cases of 


20) “Potest concedi quod accidens tantum est causa efficiens respectu sui effectus, et accidens 
tantum effectus, quia accidens est per se ens habens suam entitatem complete et non est essen- 
tialiter aliquid alicuius.... Potest concedi quod similiter sola forma substantialis primo efficit 

realiter.... Compositum... per se, quia per aliquid eius, et est unum_Ad rationem causae 

efficients non requiritur quod sit ens subsistens, sed actu exsistens pro accidente vel actus”: 
Scotus, Ih. 4, nn. 11, 13, OPh II, 627-28. 

21) “Entium naturalium per se exsistentium... sunt propriae operationes—et hoc extendendo 
‘operationem’ ad quamcumque sive immanentem sive transeuntem, sive etiam sit ad formam 
causandam, sive ad ubi. Et sic grave habet operationem propriam tendere deorsum quando est 
extra locum suum; quando etiam quiescit, dicitur habere operationem et perfectiorem quam 
quando movetur.... Sed operationem’ non videtur Aristoteles ita extendere, II De caelo etmundo , 
ubi vult quod imperfectum caret operatione”: Scotus, In metaph. 9.6, n. 14, OPh IV, 381, refer¬ 
ring to Aristotle, De caelo 2.12, 292 b 17-21; see too In metaph. 9.7, n. 15, OPh IV, 586. 
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“equivocal” causes, in the jargon). Some forms are close to static: but all the 
forms of material bodies (bodily forms) have at least some direction to par¬ 
ticular places in the universe—upwards for light things, and downward for 
heavy things. But it is transeunt production that assumes importance for the 
technical definition of “active”, and thus, as we shall see, for the distinction 
between instrumental and non-instrumental causality. 

In good philosophical fashion, Scotus wonders what the explanation is for 
the fact that some forms are active and others not, and for the fact that some 
are active in one way, and others in other ways. He concludes that explanatory 
bedrock lies simply in the fact that the various forms are the kinds of thing 
that they are: 


It is difficult to assign a general reason why some substantial forms are active, and some 
qualities are active, whereas some substantial forms and some qualities are not active; and 
nevertheless qualities have more in common under some general concept than qualities and 
substances do. Likewise, some less perfect substantial forms are active, such as those of the 
elements, and more perfect ones inactive, such as those of compound things such as a stone 
and other inanimate things. Also, those of some compound perfect things are active, such 
as those of animate things, whereas other more perfect [forms] are not communicative of 
themselves, such as the forms of heavenly bodies and angelic forms. There therefore does 
not seem to be a reason why some forms in general are active, and others not, just as, in 
particular, there does not seem to be some reason why heat can cause heat other than 
because heat is heat; and thus it seems that this [proposition] is immediate, “heat is produc¬ 
tive of heat”. Thus it seems too that all forms in the genus of quantity, and all relations... 
are inactive. 22 

I suppose the support for the claim made in the last sentence here is inductive. 

One crucial feature of the activity of an active form is that it is had by the 
form even in the case that the form fails (whether because of circumstances or 


22) “Difficile est assignare rationem communem, quia aliquae formae substantial sunt activae, 
et aliquae qualitates sunt activae, aliquae autem fomae substantiates et aliquae qualitates non 
sunt activae,—et tamen plus conveniunt qualitates et qualitates in aliquo conceptu communi 
quam qualitates et substantiae. Similiter, aliquae formae substantial imperfectiores sunt acti¬ 
vae, sicut elementares, et perfectiores non sunt activae, sicut mixtorum, sicut lapidis et aliorum 
inanimatorum,—aliquae etiam mixtorum et perfectorum sunt activae, sicut animatorum; ali¬ 
quae tamen perfectiores non sunt communicativae sui, sicut formae corporum caelestium 
et formae angelicae. Non videtur ergo ratio quare aliquae formae in communi sunt activae, 
et aliquae non,—sicut in speciali, non videtur aliqua ratio quare calor est calefactivus nisi quia 
calor est calor; et ita videtur quod haec sit immediata ‘calor est caloris effectivus. Ita etiam vide¬ 
tur quod omnes formae de genere quantitatis, et omnes relationes... non sunt activae”: Scotus, 
Ord. 1.7.1, n. 70, Vatican ed. IV, 137-38; see too Scotus, In metaph. 9.6, nn. 12-13, OPh IV, 
379-80. 
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opportunity) actually to produce the relevant effect. The form has the activ¬ 
ity—its productivity—even in esse quieto , as Scotus puts it. 23 Claiming that 
the form is always active in this sense requires us to talk about natural activity 
(as opposed to voluntary activity). A voluntarily active form is one that is 
active when it chooses. 24 1 suppose we should say of such activity that the form 
is active in esse quieto as and when it chooses. Voluntary activity in esse quieto 
is trying (and failing) to produce the relevant effect. Having such a capac¬ 
ity—that of trying—is sufficient for being a voluntary active form. 

None of this explains why Scotus wants to ascribe causal activity to forms in 
this sort of way. He presents a rather question-begging argument: 

Every form that is sufficiently productive of some action, if it exists per se [i.e. indepen- 
dendy], brings about that action perse [i.e. independently and automatically] (for example: 
if heat is sufficiently productive of heat, then separated heat heats).... If heat, that perse has 
participated being, were through a miracle to exist perse [i.e. independently], it could perse 
[i.e. independendy and automatically] bring about that operation of which it is the prin¬ 
ciple [viz. heating]. 25 


The idea here is that we can infer from the fact that heat is sufficiently produc¬ 
tive of its effect that heat if separated from its subject would still cause its 
effect. And this supports the view that it is forms, not substances as such, that 
are causes. Still, a lot depends on how we understand the premise that heat is 
sufficiently productive of heat. For it might be no more than a misleading way 
of claiming that hot substances are sufficiently productive of heat. So it may 
be that Scotus is moved by the initially appealing thought that some accidents 
appear to be causes—for example, heat of heat. But I suspect that underlying 
all this are some more complex theological considerations, particularly in the 
doctrine of the Trinity, where a desideratum acknowledged by Scotus is that 
three divine persons should not be three discrete causes. Making the one 
divine essence—a form—the cause of divine effects provides a way to avoid 
the inference from three persons to three discrete causes. 26 


23) See e.g. the discussion in In metaph. 9.3-4, nn. 39-40, OPh IV, 553-34, where this claim is 
presupposed. For talk of u in esse quieto”, see the passages discussed in the next section of this 
essay. 

24) See Scotus, Ord. 4.49.9-10, n. 3, ed. Wadding X, 506. 

25) “Omnis forma sufficienter elicitiva alicuius actionis, si per se est, per se agit ilia actione (exem- 
plum: si calor est sufficienter potentia calefactiva, calor separatus calefacit).... Si calor habens per 
se essse participatum per miraculum esset per se, posset per se operari ilia operatione cuius est 
principium”: Scotus, Ord. 1.7.1, nn. 11-12, Vatican ed. IV, 110; see Th. 4, n. 9, OPh II, 626. 

26) On this, see my Duns Scotus on God , 221-22, and Metaphysics of the Incarnation , 231-32. 
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Forms, then, have according to Scotus a power or powers to cause/elicit 
certain kinds of product. Scotus is clear that these powers are really just the 
same as the form itself: 

Nothing belongs to the definition of power’ other than a non-relational essence, in which 
is immediately founded some relation to the thing principiated, such that no relation 
through which [the power] is actually determined to principiate actually precedes the prin- 
cipiation. But the non-relational effect is from the non-relational [essence], without any 
prior relation; once [this effect] is posited, there follows in a natural sequence the actual 
mutual relation of the principiated to the principle, which could exist in neither if one of 
the extremes were not posited. 27 


When Scotus talks about a power to do something, he is really using a hypos- 
tatizing shorthand for the agent itself—the form—being able to do some¬ 
thing. He does not in fact want to hypostatize powers as things distinct from 
forms, and he certainly would not want to think of causes or forms using their 
powers (on pain of infinite regress). 28 

Scotus believes, accordingly, that both form and composite are, in virtue of 
their respectively being active powers, or having such powers as parts, in pas¬ 
sive or receptive potency (what Scotus here called “subjective potency”) to the 
inherence of production relations: 


Subjective potency is applied to active power, and is to some relational existence of its, and 
to an actual relation, which will be in it when it acts, and is not in it before [it acts]. 29 


This inherence thus explains the truth of utterances such as “the form is 
a principle” or “the form is actually a principle”, 30 and “the composite is a 


27) “Nihil est de ratione potentiae nisi absoluta aliqua essentia, in qua immediate fundatur ali- 
quis respectus ad principiatum, ita quod nullus respectus praecedit in actu ipsam principiatio- 
nem per quam quasi determinetur ad principiandum. Sed ab absoluto, sine omni respectu 
praecedente, est effectus absolutus; quo posito, posterius natura sequitur relatio actualis mutua 
principiati ad principium, quae in neutro esse potuit, altero extremo non posito”: Scotus, In 
metaph. 9.5, n. 13, OPh IV, 563; see also n. 18, OPh IV, 565. 

28) On this see Scotus, Rep. 2.l6.un., n. 15, ed. Wadding XI, 348 a . 

29) “Potentia subiectiva applicatur potentiae activae, et est ad aliquid esse eius non absolutum, 
sed ad relationem actualem, quae sibi inerit quando aget, et prius non inest”: Scotus, In metaph. 
9.3-4, n. 45, OPh IV, 536. Note that Scotus here wonders whether inherence is the correct 
relation for the activity, and considers the possibility that what is at stake is some sort of truth¬ 
making relation that does not involve inherence: see In metaph. 9.3-4, n. 44, OPh IV, 555. 
Deciding the matter is crucial neither for Scotus’s general position nor for my argument here. 

30) For the two possibilities here, see In metaph. 9.3-4, nn. 39, 42, 44, OPh IV, 553-5—Scotus 
does not decide which locution he prefers. 
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principiator” or “the composite is actually a principiator”. And, as outlined, 
such production or principiation relations obtain in the case of operation too: 
the operation is principiated—say, the operation that a living substance has of 
being alive—and it is so immediately by the form, and mediately by the com¬ 
posite substance itself. As noted above, operations such as these inhere in the 
composite in virtue of their prior inherence in the form. 31 

Much the same situation obtains, mutatis mutandis , for the causal activity 
of accidents. Heat, for example, heats (causes heat), and in virtue of this we 
can say that a hot thing heats, on the basis of the general rule that first-order 
predicates true of parts are true of their wholes too. 32 The difference in this 
case is that although the production—heating—is essentially one thing, its 
remote cause—the accidental composite—is not; 33 the whole composed of 
substantial form and matter is essentially one thing (though as we saw above, 
not as much of a unity as an accidental form alone, or a substantial form 
alone). 34 


3. Varieties of Instrumentality 

Now that we are clear on the sense in which a form can be said to be active, 
we are in a position to understand the second important concept required to 
grasp the point Scotus makes in [A], and that is the concept of a substance or 
form using an instrument—for a key claim made in [A] is that there is no dif¬ 
ference between the case of using something accidental external to a body and 
using something accidental internal to the body: sharpness in a knife, and 
sharpness in a hand. And it is this claim that turns out to be crucial for the 
innovation in cognitive psychology that I examine in section 4 of this paper. 

In book 4 of the Ordinatio , Scotus formulates an increasingly nuanced 
account of the varieties of instrumental causality. The fully-developed analysis, 
found in distinction 6, identifies five possible varieties, to which I give the fol¬ 
lowing labels: 

31) See e.g. In metaph. 9.3-4, nn. 48-49, OPh IV, 336-57, where eliciting is treated analogously 
to production. 

32) See Scotus, Th. 4, n. 12, OPh II, 627; note that this rule cannot be as general as Scotus imag¬ 
ines here, because it does not obtain in the case of properties/predicates in the category of quan¬ 
tity: my proper parts are all smaller than I am. 

33) See Scotus, Th. 4, n. 12, OPh II, 627. 

34) On this, see my Physics of Duns Scotus , 77-93, 100-107. For the degrees of unity, see my 
Physics of Duns Scotus , 7-9. Forms are simple (part-free) entities in a way that neither substances 
nor accidental unities are. 
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(i) Secondary causation 

(ii) Dispositive instrumentality 

(iii) Received instrumentality 

(iv) Part-whole instrumentality 

(v) Artificial instrumentality. 35 

The order is Scotuss, and the varieties are arranged in decreasing order of 
independent causal activity. I discuss each one in turn. 36 

It is only by understanding “instrumentality” in the most general sense that 
Scotus includes secondary causation as one of its varieties. 37 Scotus s theologi¬ 
cal beliefs lead him to hold that God is the primary cause of all creaturely 
activity, though there are certainly ordered causal relations between things that 
are themselves genuine secondary causes—for example, essentially-ordered 
efficient causes: Scotuss example is the sun and a father in the generation of 
offspring. The basic idea is that active causes (causes having or being forms 
productive in esse quieto) can be causally related to each other in producing an 
effect—whether genuinely cooperatively or with one causally subordinated to 
the other. 38 As Scotus puts it, the order is of “power to power in esse quieto ”. 39 

The second variety of instrumentality is similar to this: two forms active in 
esse quieto somehow contributing jointly to the same effect, such that one in 
some sense uses the other. But unlike secondary causation, the instrument or 
subordinated cause does not have a direct role in the production of the effect. 
Rather, the instrument causes some state of affairs that is a necessary condition 
for the relevant effect. Scotus talks of what is produced as a disposition for the 
final effect, but I do not think he means that it is anything stronger than that 
it is a necessary condition for this effect. As Scotus puts it, in such cases there 


35) For the whole discussion, see Scotus, Ord. 4.6.5, nn. 6-8, ed. Wadding, VIII, 321-22. 

36) Book 4 of the Reportatio , almost certainly predating the Ordinatio , lacks the fully-developed 
account, and treats artificial instrumentality as though it is a straightforward example of received 
instrumentality—an approach which, as we shall see, Scotus abandons in the Ordinatio : see Rep. 
4.1.1, nn. 8-9, ed. Wadding, XI, 559 b -60 a and at Rep. 4.6.5, n. 5, ed. Wadding XI, 605 a . In Rep. 
4.1.4 Scotus is silent on the question of artificial instrumentality. The Reportatio account, thus, 
is a representative of Scotuss earlier, less complex account of instrumentality. 

37) See Scotus, Ord. 4.1.1, n. 26, ed. Wadding VIII, 47-48; see too Ord. 4.1.4-5, n. 14, ed. 
Wadding VIII, 95. 

38) For the different kinds of causal cooperation, see William A. Frank, “Duns Scotus on Autono¬ 
mous Freedom and Divine Co-causality”, Medieval Philosophy and Theology 2 (1992) 142-64. 

39) Scotus, Ord. 4.6.5, n. 7, ed. Wadding, VIII, 322; see too Ord. 4.1.1, n. 26, Wadding ed. VIII, 
47-48. 
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is an order of “effect to effect”, 40 and his paradigm cases are the activities of a 
substance s accidents in disposing some substrate for the univocal generation 
of a new substance 41 —archetypically the role of heat in the generation of fire 
by fire 42 or of a human being by human beings. 43 

Neither of these two varieties is of further interest here, since they are both 
marked by the fact that the relevant forms exercise causal activity in esse quieto , 
and do so independently of each other. The examples of instrumentality given 
in [A] fail to exhibit these features conjointly. But the remaining varieties of 
instrumentality are all, in their different ways, relevant to my purposes here. 
In the case of received instrumentality, Scotus envisages a form that is inactive 
in esse quieto but which can, when moved in the appropriate way, be made 
active: it “acts by something proper to it... but does not do so other than in 
virtue of the action of the principal agent”: 44 the intrinsic form is “active... in 
a process [in fieri), when it is totally moved by a higher agent”. 45 As in second¬ 
ary causation and dispositive instrumentality, the instrument “has a form 
which is a proper principle of acting in its order”. 46 The difference is that, in 
the case of received instrumentality, this form is active only in the process itself. 
It is not active outside of the process—it is not active in esse quieto. It might be 
thought that an obvious example of such received instrumentality is that of an 
artificial instrument, such as a knife in cutting. A knife has a sharp blade; left 
to itself it does nothing—its form is inactive in esse quieto —but when moved 
in the appropriate way its form is responsible for slicing something in two—it 
is active when moved, or when in a process [in fieri). This would make artici- 
fial instrumentality—the fifth on my list—a case of received instrumental¬ 
ity—the third on the list. The discussion at the very beginning of book 4 of 
the Ordinatio —in the very first question of distinction 1—suggests that this is 
indeed the case, as does [A], from the rather earlier book 1 of the same work. 47 


40) Scotus, Ord. 4.6.5, n. 7, ed. Wadding, VIII, 322. 

41) Scotus, Ord. 4.1.1, n. 21, ed. Wadding, VIII, 32-33. 

42) Scotus, Ord. 4.6.5, n. 7, ed. Wadding, VIII, 322. 

43) Scotus, Ord. 4.1.1, n. 19, ed. Wadding, VIII, 32. 

44) “... per aliquid sibi proprium agat... nec tamen per illud proprium agit nisi in virtute prin¬ 
cipalis agentis”: Scotus, Ord. 4.1.1, n. 9, ed. Wadding VIII, 13. 

45) “Necesse est ipsum habere formam aliquam intrinsecam activam... in fieri, quando totaliter 
movetur a superiore agente”: Scotus, Ord. 4.1.1, n. 26, ed. Wadding VIII, 48. 

46) “Habet... formam quae sit principium agendi in suo ordine”: Scotus, Ord. 4.6.5, n. 6, ed. 
Wadding, VIII, 321. 

47) See Scotus, Ord. 4.1.1, nn. 9-10, 26, ed. Wadding VIII, 13-14, 48; at Ord. 4.1.1, n. 31, ed. 
Wadding, VIII, 52, Scotus notes that “perhaps not every instrument is properly active” (“Forte 
non omne instrumentum est propie activum”). 
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A little later in distinction 1, Scotus (as we shall see) comes up with an account 
of artificial instrumentality that avoids ascribing any activity to artificial 
instruments. He classifies this weaker view as “more probable”—that is, as 
such that there are better arguments in favour of it. 48 By distinction 6 of the 
same book Scotus treats the weaker view as though it is true. So his example 
here of received instrumentality is rather different, avoiding the possibly con¬ 
troversial case of artificial instrumentality, and it is this: an illuminated body 
(Scotus refers to illuminated “colour”, the relevant form of the body) and the 
species in medio in relation to sight. 49 The idea is that the body is seen by means 
of the species in medio , such that the air—otherwise invisible, and so presum¬ 
ably inactive in esse quieto —is given an active form: the species. The example is 
not entirely happy, because the species is, of course, generated by the body, but 
let that pass. 

The fourth case is relevant specifically to the relation between a body and its 
organs. In [A], the relevant relation is between the whole form/substance and 
the form/part that is, or is in, the hand/arm: not the relation between any of 
these and the (accidental) sharpness that is in the blade. As Scotus treats of it 
here, the organs have forms which are active in the required sense, even in esse 
quieto , but these forms are not independent of the form of the whole—indeed, 
Scotus claims that the power of the part and the power of the whole (and 
therefore the form of the part and the form of the whole) 50 are the same power 
(and therefore the same form) “participated [i.e. possessed] in different 
ways”—possessed “primarily” by the part and “secondarily” by the whole. 51 In 
this case, the parts are instruments of the whole in the sense that the form of 
the whole produces certain things—perhaps operations—that belong prop¬ 
erly and primarily to the parts. In virtue of the relationship between the parts 
and the whole, these operations belong derivatively to the whole. Scotuss 
example is “the organ of the nutritive power and the whole animal with respect 
to nutrition”. 52 Clearly, the point here is that the form of the organ and the 
form of the whole are one and the same. 

On the face of it, part-whole instrumentality confronts a problem in the 
shape of Scotuss belief in a plurality on substantial forms within an animate 


48) Scotus, Ord. 4.1.4-5, n. 14, ed. Wadding, VIII, 95. 

49) Scotus, Ord. 4.6.5, n. 7, ed. Wadding, VIII, 322. 

50) I use these terms here to talk respectively of the organic form and of the substantial form of 
the body—not in their technical senses as substantial form and essence, respectively: on these 
senses, see my Physics of Duns Scotus , 87. 

51) Scotus, Ord. 4.6.5, n. 7, ed. Wadding, VIII, 322. 

52) Scotus, Ord. 4.6.5, n. 7, ed. Wadding, VIII, 322. 
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substance. Scotus holds that an essential unity, such as a substance, can include 
more than one substantial form. For example, a human being includes matter, 
bodily form, and soul. 53 Of these, only the soul is an active form, explaining 
the immanent and transeunt activities/productions of the whole person. But 
Scotus puzzles how one undifferentiated homogeneous form such as a bodily 
form could account for the differentiated and heterogeneous structure of, for 
example, a human body. In fact, Scotus thinks that there are good arguments 
in favour of the view that the different organs of the body have their own 
proper forms. What unites these forms into one substance is that each one is 
in potency to a higher form (the soul), and that each one actualizes the passive 
potency of prime matter. 54 Perhaps the inherence of the form of the whole is 
sufficient for the unity of power even if the organs have proper forms. 

The final case—artificial instrumentality—is in some ways more puzzling, 
at least as it is distinct from received instrumentality. I have already noted 
Scotus’s increasing inclination to believe that at least some artificial instru¬ 
ments have no proper activity at all. But on the face of it, this is an extremely 
implausible thing to think. Scotus reasons that the only genuinely (efficiently) 
causal agent is whatever wields the instrument, and he does so by a careful 
analysis of the physics and metaphysics of a relevant case. Consider the use of 
a saw in dividing wood. The reason why the wood is divided is that the saw is 
placed where a part of the wood once was. Now, it is naturally impossible for 
two bodies to be in one and the same place. But we would not usually say, in 
the case of such natural incompossibilities, that the one form or state of affairs 
(e.g. a body’s heap, or body as being in such-and-such a place) is the efficient 
cause of the destruction of another incompossible form or state of affairs (that 
body’s coldness ; or body b's being in such-and-such a place). Rather, we would 
say that it is the agent causing the form or the state of affairs (the agent causing 
a body’s heap, or the agent causing body as being in such-and-such a place) that 
is the efficient cause of the destruction of another incompossible form or state 
of affairs (that body’s coldness ; or body b’s being in such-and-such a place)? 5 On 
this line of argument, the saw has no efficiently causal role in the division of 
the wood: its being in the place where part of the wood once was is merely the 
formal cause of the division of the wood. 56 Scotus clearly comes to accept this 


53) On this, see my Physics of Duns Scotus , ch. 4. 

54) On this, see my Physics of Duns Scotus , 69; see too Scotus, In metaph. 7.20, nn. 31-37, 
OPh IV, 387-89. 

55) See Scotus, Ord. 4.1.4-5, n. 15, ed. Wadding, VIII, 96. 

56) Scotus, Ord. 4.1.4-5, n. 15, ed. Wadding, VIII, 96. 
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account as uncontroversial, and in distinction 6 characterizes such an instru¬ 
ment as something “moved, receptive of an earlier effect ordered to a later 
effect”—receptive of the motion, and ordered to the division of the wood— 
but not active, since “it neither has any power ( virtutem) in esse quieto, nor [has 
any power] in fieri”. 57 

For all Scotuss attempt to defend it, this account of artificial instrumental¬ 
ity seems on the face of it astonishingly implausible, even when viewed in the 
light of Aristotelian-style physics, for it does not seem to include an explana¬ 
tion of why the wood is divided, rather than, say, the saws being prevented 
from occupying the place once occupied by the wood. Clearly, the nature of 
the thing acted up cannot explain this, because on Scotuss account it has no 
relevant active causal power, whether in esse quieto or in fieri. Scotus attempts 
to deal with this by ascribing to harder objects not any active causal power but 
a certain “impassibility resisting a corruptive agent”—specifically, one that 
allows its quantity to resist corruption: i.e., in this case, division. 58 Of course, 
the resistor cannot be an active power (else the harder object—the saw—would 
have an active power in the division of the wood: against the hypothesis). In 
the late book 9 of the Metaphysics questions, Scotus considers Aristotles 
“immobilitative power”—the power of resisting corruption—and seems to 
suggest that it could legitimately be thought of either as an active power or as 
a principle of “resting in such-and-such a perfection”. 59 I take it that if Scotus 
is serious about his account of artificial instrumentality, he should believe it to 
be merely the latter of these principles. In this case, what is posited is that 
harder objects have more powerful non-active principles for remaining undi¬ 
vided—for staying as they are—not more powerful active powers for dividing 
other objects. 

Clearly, the fully-developed account of instrumentality found in book 4 
of the Ordinatio makes the complex argument of [A] look strangely straight¬ 
forward. For the discussion in [A] seems to treat received and artificial 
instrumentality as equivalent—indeed, such that artificial instrumentality 
is simply a species of received instrumentality. Still, nothing about the gen¬ 
eral account of received instrumentality—the kind ultimately relevant in the 
discussion of [A]—requires us to deny that artificial instruments can exercise 
received instrumentality. That is to say, we could reject Scotuss mature 
account of artificial instrumentality without rejecting his account of received 


57) Scotus, Ord. 4.6.5 n. 8, ed. Wadding, VIII, 322. 

58) Scotus, Ord. 4.1.4-5, n. 14, ed. Wadding, VIII, 96. 

59) Scotus, In metaph. 9.3-4, n. 5, OPh IV, 536; for the discussion, see n. 38, OPh IV, 553. 
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instrumentality. And the case of intrinsic sharpness is not a case of part-whole 
instrumentality, because such sharpness is treated as an accident in [A]. In this 
case, its activity is not identical with the activity of the whole, or of the whole 
form. And it is the activity explicitly of something moved by the form of the 
whole, and that has no activity other than as received in this way. So it is not 
ascribed to the whole substance in the way that the activity of an active inher¬ 
ent accident is (namely, by part-whole prediction, as outlined for general cases 
of accidental activity in section 1 above). So I shall proceed as if both cases— 
the sharpness of the knife and the sharpness of the hand—are cases of received 
instrumentality, even though Scotus, had he revisited [A] in the light of his 
later, more minimalist, thoughts on artificial instrumentality, might have 
modified [A] in some way. 


4. Instrumentality and Causal Relations between Soul and Body 

In the remaining two sections of this paper, I shall attempt to apply these 
general causal observations to the issues that arise in [A]. In fact, [A] raises two 
distinct kinds of causal questions. The first is how the activity of the soul—a 
form—relates to the whole composite body. The second is how the soul cog¬ 
nizes—and in particular, what its relationship to the intentional objects of cog¬ 
nition might be. The issues are related in various complex ways that will 
become clear, and issues about the inherence and intrinsicity of form to agent 
are most easily seen in relation to the first question, that of the causal processes 
involved in bodily motion and activity. Accordingly, I deal with this issue in 
section 4, and with those involved in cognition in section 5. 

On the first of these two issues, it should be kept in mind that the distinc¬ 
tion between involuntary and voluntary activity is, in terms of the causal rela¬ 
tion between soul and body, unimportant. Scotus s line is that forms cause, as 
we have seen, and in terms of the way in which the forms causal activity 
denominates the whole, it makes no difference whether the activity is volun¬ 
tary or involuntary. For this distinction amounts to one of the conscious or 
non-conscious control merely. Involuntary or natural causal activity—the nutri¬ 
tive and vegetative activities necessary for life, for example, differ from volun¬ 
tary ones merely in the sense that they are not (ordinarily) subject to conscious 
control. But as much as voluntary bodily actions, they are caused by the soul, 
and denominate the whole composite. 

The main aim of the current section of this essay is to spell out the various 
causal relations involved in the two cases of the motion of the sharpness out- 
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lined at the beginning of [A]. The first point of interest seems to be Scotus s 
talk of the “motive power of the hand”. We might expect “motive power of the 
(whole) body”, or “of the (whole) composite”. But the way of talking here is 
wholly consistent with Scotus’s mature account of part-whole instrumentality 
outlined above. It is the fact that the hand is structured in the way that it is 
that explains how the extrinsic knife can be used: the motive power, then, is in 
the hand primarily, and in the whole derivatively. In fact, the motive power in 
the hand is just identical with the form of the hand; this form is (presumably) 
actualized by the form of the whole, and it is this relationship that makes 
bodily activity a genuine case of part-whole instrumentality, distinct from 
received instrumentality. 

Sharpness is, of course, an accident of the knife, and an accident of the 
hand in the counterfactual case. So the use of the sharpness will not be itself a 
case of part-whole instrumentality. (If it were a case of part-whole instrumen¬ 
tality, it would not be an example relevant to the case that Scotus is trying to 
illustrate: namely, the role of the intelligible species in cognition.) Scotus 
claims that it is the knife s sharpness that is moved, on the principle that forms 
are active, and that causal relations properly obtain between forms, not 
between substances. In received instrumentality, it is forms that are properly 
speaking activated. On this view, it makes sense to think of the knife s sharp¬ 
ness being used—the immediate use of the form results in the remote use of 
the knife (cutting or slicing is denominated of, or inheres in, the knife in vir¬ 
tue of its being denominated of, or inhering in, the form). According to the 
analysis here, it makes no difference at all to the causal relationship if we posit 
counterfactually that the sharpness inheres directly in the hand itself: “the 
motive power... uses [the sharpness] in the same way when it is in some other 
thing joined to the hand—such as a knife—as it would use it if it were in the 
hand”. Clearly, neither of these can be cases of part-whole instrumentality. 
The two relevant forms, the soul and the sharpness, are really distinct, and this 
is so whether or not the sharpness inheres in the knife or in the hand. Presum¬ 
ably, all that is required is the relevant spatial proximity: in this case, that the 
knife is held by the hand. Inherence relations, in short, make no difference to 
the causal story to be told in the motion of the sharpness and the cutting up 
of the body. One conclusion is that the general causal relation in production 
between a soul/composite and its accidents is one of use —be the instrumental¬ 
ity received (as in the hands sharpness in [A]) or artificial. 

It is important to note that the conclusions that we can draw from [A] 
about the general relations between soul and body from are on the face of it 
somewhat restricted. For the account relies on the fact that the sharpness is an 
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accident—be it of the hand or of the knife—and as such the example is not an 
example of general part-whole instrumentality. The sharpness is used as an 
instrument, where the relevant instrumental relationship is received instru¬ 
mentality. But one general lesson that emerges clearly is that, even in cases 
of part-whole instrumentality, it is the form or forms that do all the work. The 
body moves (i.e. is moved by the soul) simply in virtue of the fact that 
the relevant forms are active in certain ways. For example, the soul can move 
the body, and it does so standardly by moving one organ by means of another 60 
(where the body, and an organ, are themselves composites of matter and rele¬ 
vant bodily or organic form)—specifically, the soul moves the body through 
the heart, and thence by physiological processes to more remote organs (i.e. 
the soul moves the organs through the organic forms). 61 An angel, interest¬ 
ingly, can move an inanimate body in just the same way 62 —suggesting that 
cases of part-whole instrumentality and received instrumentality are not too 
dissimilar to each other. 


5. Instrumentality and Cognitive Psychology 

Much the same situation obtains in the case of cognitive activity as obtains in 
the case of accidental sharpness. Put in summary, it makes no difference at all 
to cognition whether or not the object of cognition is inherent in the mind. 
Just the same causal story is told in both cases, and in both cases we can think 
of the mind as somehow or other including its object—even if that object is 
external to it. At stake in [A] is the role of the intelligible species as an object 
of cognition. According to Scotus, intelligible species are (universal or 
abstracted) representations of extramental particulars, and accidents that 
inhere in the mind. The intelligible content “shines out” from the inherent 
accident. 63 But external particulars are likewise accidents of the common 
nature. In this way the same nature can be said to exist in reality and in the 
mind, and to this extent extramental particulars, or aspects of such external 
particulars are, in a qualified way, themselves somehow “in the mind”. But 
there is a much stronger sense in which [A] licenses the thought that external 


60) See Scotus, Ord. 4.49.14, n. 4, ed. Wadding, X, 584-95. 

61) See Scotus, Ord. 4.49.14, n. 6, ed. Wadding, X, 595. 

62) See Scotus, Rep. 2.8.un., nn. 3-6, ed. Wadding, XI, 299 a -300 a ; see too Ord. 2.8.un., n. 10, 
Vatican ed. VIII, 127. 

63) For some representative passages, see Scotus, Ord. 1.3.3.1, nn. 375, 382, 386, Vatican ed. Ill, 
228, 232-33, 235; Ord. 1.27.1-3, n. 54, Vatican ed. VI, 86. 
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objects can be somehow “in” the mind, and I will return to this sense below, 
since it turns out to be central to the kinds of externalism that Scotus defends 
in [A]. 64 

This species is supposed to be a partial cause—along with the mind itself— 
of an occurrent cognition. (Note that the intelligible species counts as a 
secondary cause, not as a merely instrumental cause. 65 But, mutatis mutandis , 
the relevant causal insights are the same in the cases of inherent and non- 
inherent mental objects: inherent and non-inherent forms can be secondary 
causes in just the same way.) The exprofesso problem that Scotus sets himself 
to solve in [A] is how exactly an inherent form can be a partial cause of any¬ 
thing, and more specifically how it can be a partial cause of an effect that is 
produced within the substance in which the species itself inheres. And the gist 
of the solution is that in terms of the relevant causal story it makes no differ¬ 
ence whether the object of cognition is inherent in the mind or not, at least on 
the assumption that such an object is accidental to the mind itself, and not an 
essential part of it. (In this latter case, we would have an instance of part-whole 
instrumentality, something that Scotus ignores in this context, as we have 
seen.) Given Scotus s global tendency to see forms as causes, the answer to the 
more general part of the ex professo question raised in [A] should come as no 
surprise: forms are paradigm cases of causes, so a fortiori inherent forms—at 
least, active inherent forms—can be or are causes. But since the question iden¬ 
tifies inherence as creating the potential causal difficulty, Scotus understan¬ 
dably treats the case of an external object as less controversial for his purposes 
than an internal or inherent object. The idea is that the inherence of the object 
in the mind makes no difference to the relevant causal relations, since inherence 
is independent of the entity’s status as an object of cognition. All that is 
required for an occurrent cognition is appropriate epistemic access —the object 
must be relevantly close to the mind. In [A], Scotus talks of such accessible 
objects as being “in” the mind without inhering in it. I will return to this spa¬ 
tial talk in a moment. What the conditions for such access might be Scotus 
does not specify. But he gives an example in the last paragraph: that of the 
beatific vision, the direct epistemic access that the blessed in heaven have to 
the divine essence. What is notable about this case is that such epistemic access 

On the common nature, see my “Medieval Theories of Haecceity”, in The Stanford Encyclope¬ 
dia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta: <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2003/entries/ 
medieval-haecceity/>. 

65) See Scotus, Ord. 1.3.3.3, n. 560, Vatican ed. Ill, 333, where Scotus makes it clear that the 
species has a “naturally uniform” activity: it is active even in esse quieto. Much the same is implied 
in the first few lines of [A]. 
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is not natural—the divine essence is not accessible to such a person merely in 
virtue of his or her natural powers—it is something that is granted by the 
divine will , 66 and this because all external divine causal activity is contingent 
on the divine will . 67 This is of course an example of Scotuss celebrated doc¬ 
trine of intuitive cognition, and the lesson we can learn is that, causally 
speaking, intuitive cognition is less problematic than abstractive cognition, 
and can be used as a less controversial illustration of the causal factors involved 
in aspects of abstractive cognition. Of course, there may be other ways in 
which intuitive cognition is problematic: in particular, in an Aristotelian uni¬ 
verse, how it is that particulars are intelligible at all. But this relates to a more 
general question about the externalism of semantic content, and I will return 
to it in a moment. 

Of course, as just noted, such objects of direct, intuitive cognition, are par¬ 
ticulars, because Scotus believes that all really existing things are particulars . 68 
Scotus thus believes Platonism to be false. But his objections to Platonism are 
not worries about the coherence of Platonism, but merely worries about its 
failure to satisfy conditions of explanatory parsimony: universal of the kind 
that Plato envisaged—extrinsic to the particulars that exemplify them—are 
superfluous to requirements . 69 But if there were such universal, and if we had 
epistemic access to them (as Plato supposed to be possible under certain clearly 
delineated circumstances), we could likewise envisage these objects as being 
related to the mind in just the way that intelligible species are, barring 
inherence. This is the point of the first supposition made in the second para¬ 
graph of [A], namely, that an intelligible species—a universal, or something 
with universal content—could be in the intellect, an object of cognition, wit¬ 
hout inhering in it. [A] is phrased in a way that makes the supposition coun- 
terfactual—as indeed it is, since there are in fact no Platonic universal. But 
nothing about [A] or about Scotuss rejection of Platonism makes this suppo¬ 
sition counterpossible. 

I undertook just now to comment a little more on Scotuss claim in [A] that 
some epistemically accessible objects, whether or not inherent in the mind, are 
nevertheless somehow “in” the mind, and are somehow “conjoined” to the 
mind. In [A], Scotus posits a number of options: the species (something with 

66) See e.g. Scotus, Quod. 14, nn. 10-11, ed. Wadding, XII, 369. 

67) See e.g. Scotus, Quod. 14, n. 17, ed. Wadding, XII, 382. 

68) He ascribes some kind of being to common natures; but this being, whatever it is, is not that 
of real existence, and it does not seem to be cognitively accessible in itself: on this, see my 
“Medieval Theories of Haecceity”. 

69) See Scotus, In metaph. 7.18, n. 14, OPh IV, 340-41. 
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merely intentional existence) could be in the mind “without inhering in it in 
the manner of form”; an object (with real extramental existence) could be 
directly present to the mind by being “close” or having the “required proxim¬ 
ity”; the divine essence (an object with real extramental existence) could be 
such an object “in” the mind. I take it that in at least some of these cases Sco¬ 
rns is happy to sanction the claim that an object can in the mind without 
inhering in it, whether this object is something with merely some kind of 
intentional existence or something with real, independent, extramental exist¬ 
ence. On this view, inclusion in the mind does not require inherence; it just 
requires the relevant causal relationship. This claim seems to be of conside¬ 
rable importance. At the very least, Scotus claims that things that are discrete 
from the mind, in the sense of neither being the mind nor inhering in it, can 
nevertheless be “in” it, be parts of it. And this gives us a variety of externalism. 
Among other things, it gives us externalism in relation to semantic content— 
in particular, the view that semantic content need not be restricted to things 
in the mind. We can see this by keeping in mind the specifically semantic role 
played by the intelligible species. The only difference between the two cases 
that Scotus considers—that in which the cognitive object is inherent and that 
in which it is not—is the inherence of the object. The semantic content, and 
the capacity of the object to bear semantic content, are not, in Scotus s example, 
changed. So I infer than he expressly ascribes semantic content in these cases 
to items external to (non-inherent in) the mind. A consequence of a general 
account of the possible intuitive (immediate) cognition of all extramental 
objects is that all objects have or are semantic content: the universe is (just) 
information. 

But the view gives us too more than merely this externalist account 
of semantic content, such that content is not restricted to items with intentio¬ 
nal existence . 70 The view that semantic content need not be (indeed, is not, 
according to Putnam and others) in the mind has been labelled by Andy Clark 
and David Chalmers “passive externalism”, for the reason that 

it is not clear that these external aspects [viz. the externality of content] play a causal or 

explanatory role in the generation of action. In counterfactual cases where internal structure 


70) Claiming that particulars external to the mind might have semantic content does not entail 
the further semantic claim that words, whether signifying particulars or universal, in any sense 
signify particular things external to the mind. I do not know of a place where Scotus claims that 
words signify such things, and there is no reason for him to commit himself to such a claim, even 
given his externalist instincts on issues of cognitive psychology. The psychological claim is in 
principle independent of questions of the philosophy of language. 
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remains constant but these external features are changed, behaviour looks just the same; so 
internal structure seems to be doing all the work. 71 


Scotus s view outlined in [A] is akin too to a rather different kind of external- 
ism, one that sees the mind and its cognitive environment as a “coupled 
system”: 


The external features in a coupled system play an ineliminable role—if we retain internal 
structure but change the external features, behaviour may change completely. The external 
features here are just as causally relevant as the typical internal features of the brain. 72 

This gives us what Clark and Chalmers call an “active externalism”, an exter- 
nalism where the mind and its cognitive environment are causally interactive. 
According to these authors radical proposal, the mind is not contained within 
the body, but can be thought of as “extended” to include its immediate cogni¬ 
tive environment. In Scotus s case, the mind is extended in the sense of includ¬ 
ing things that do not inhere in it. We have in effect the notion of an external 
(non-inherent) object of cognition that plays an immediate role in occurrent 
cognition—one that is not played by any object inherent in the mind. Both a 
Platonic form and a created particular could, presumably, be replaced as cog¬ 
nitive objects by something inherent in the mind—namely, an intelligible spe¬ 
cies or some kind of intellectual representation of a particular. But in the 
paradigm case, that of the beatific vision, the relevant particular is certainly 
ineliminable, since no created representation can encompass all the semantic 
content of the divine essence . 73 

It is worth too keeping in mind that one of the roles of the intelligible spe¬ 
cies is to act as the store of semantic content; it contains our dispositional 
cognitions, and when organized such species contain our dispositional beliefs . 74 


71) Andy Clark and David Chalmers, “The Extended Mind” Analysis 58 (1998), 7-19, 9. 

72) Clark and Chalmers, “The Extended Mind”, 9. 

73) See Scotus, Ord. 2.3.2.2, n. 335, Vatican ed. VII, 562. Aquinas makes a similar claim at ST 
1.12.5 c: “Cum... aliquis intellectus creatus videt Deum per essentiam, ipsa essentia Dei fit 
forma intelligibilis intellectus”. A more general and wide-ranging study of the semantics and 
cognitive psychology developed in discussing the immediate vision of the divine essence is much 
to be desired. Aquinas does not develop this account into a more general externalism in the way 
that Scotus does in [A]. 

74) On this, see my “Duns Scotus and Some Late Thirteenth-Century Opinions on the Mental 
Word”. Scotus, it should be noted, does not claim that there is any relevant syntax here to 
explain the relevant organization, and is not committed to any kind of mental language. Indeed, 
it is hard to see how he could be, since he holds that the significates of words are mental concepts, 
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External objects, presumably, can function in a similar way, at least for our 
simple cognitions—and presumably appropriate kinds of external objects (e.g. 
written words) can be arranged via an appropriate syntax to act as (the store 
of) our dispositional beliefs too. And this is one of the paradigm cases where, 
Clark and Chalmers argue, the boundary between mind and environment can 
break down, such that the mind can be thought of as extended into and inclu¬ 
ding its cognitive environment—items such as external storage devices, com¬ 
puters, notebooks, labels, and the like . 75 

Furthermore, the medieval notion of inherence, utilized by Scotus in this 
perhaps unexpected context, allows for a much clearer account of the distinc¬ 
tion between what is internal to the mind and what is external. For even on 
mind-brain identity theories, at least those of a non-reductive kind, talk of 
something with semantic content being “in” (or not in) the head is a pretty 
crude way of proceeding—items with semantic content are not straightfor¬ 
wardly physical items, at least on non-reductive views. And on an account 
according to which the mind is to be identified with the soul, talk of “in” the 
head is irrelevant, and talk of “in” the soul clearly nothing more than meta¬ 
phorical. But a properly developed account of inherence (vs. non-inherence) 
could on either account provide exactly what is required . 76 Items with seman¬ 
tic content can be internal to the mind (inherent), or external (non-inherent). 
In either case, there is some metaphorical force to the claim that these items 
are “in” the mind. I will not try to develop this thought here, for reasons of 
space, but I will comment that, as a merely semantic matter, if we decide to 
classify as semantic internalism any view that attaches meaning to objects “in” 
the mind (in the senses outlined in [A]), whether or not inherent, then Scotus s 
variety of the extended mind thesis could just as well be classified as a variety 
of internalism. The mind-world distinction to this extent breaks down. 

What motivates Scotus s version of externalism is the nature of the causal 
story on the level of cognitive psychology that he wants to tell—specifically, 
his insight, based on his general account of received instrumentality, that 
inherent and non-inherent forms can be used in causally identical ways. By 
drawing attention to an example where—according to Scotus—the inherence 
of the form is irrelevant (namely, the case of sharpness), Scotus is able to 

and would presumably hold that there are no further entities, real or mental, that such concepts 
could themselves signify. (The mental concept is the res ut intellecta\ but this concept does not 
signify any further thing. On the significate of words as res ut intellecta , see Giorgio Pini, “Spe¬ 
cies, Concept, and Thing”, Medieval Philosophy and Theology , 8 (1999), 21-52.) 

75) See Clark and Chalmers, “The Extended Mind”, 12-18. 

76) For Scotus on inherence, see my Metaphysics of the Incarnation , 34-35. 
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highlight the irrelevance of the internalism of semantic content in his philoso¬ 
phy of mind. But how might Scotus respond to the Aristotelian objection that 
intelligibility requires universal? More generally, how can external particulars 
be the bearers of semantic content? Scotus is quite explicit in rejecting the 
Aristotelian restriction of semantic content to universal, even as early as this 
first set of questions on On interpretation , where he makes it clear that there 
are concepts not only of universal but also of individuals . 77 On the more 
general question, it seems that thinkers in a broadly Aristotelian (Aphrodisian) 
and Avicennian tradition on the question of universal have a ready-made 
response. As noted above, the universal in the mind and the external particu¬ 
lars are both merely accidents of what we might hypothesize to be the bearer 
of intelligibility and semantic content, namely, the common nature . 78 To the 
extent that the common nature is in, or in some sense is, the particular, the 
particular can be a bearer of semantic content . 79 

Does this psychological externalism weaken the account of the self, such 
that the self is no longer a self-contained whole but extends out into the envi¬ 
ronment too? In general metaphysical terms, Scotus s talk of things as (in 
effect) collections of forms seems to make inherence less relevant—forms can 
be connected more or less loosely to each other without this necessarily alter¬ 
ing the causal stories we tell about the interactions of these connected forms . 80 
Inherent forms can be efficient causes with effects on other forms in the col¬ 
lection just as well as non-inherent forms can—and vice versa. And viewed in 
this way, we can think of Scotuss account of intuitive cognition as part of a 
project that precisely involves weakening talk of the self as an integrated whole. 
Mental contents are “in” the mind whether or not they inhere in the mind. To 
be in the mind, all such contents have to be are actual objects of occurrent 
cognition. Equally, this account enables us to get a better grasp of Scotuss 

77) Scotus, Inperiherm. (I) 5-8, nn. 44, 51, OPh II, 83-84, 85-86. 

78) The speculation that the common nature is the bearer of semantic content is entirely my 
own. But the point of the common nature is that it is in some sense the same in particular and 
in universal, and if we ask “the same whatC , the only available answer seems to be “the same 
content ”. 

79) On this, see Scotus, Rep. 4.45.3, n. 13, ed. Wadding, XI, 873 b . 

80) More technically, Scotuss account of the constitution of substances allows for the following 
relations between properties and their substances (in increasing order of tightness and/or decreas¬ 
ing order of generality): dependence (with neither informing nor causal requirements); inform¬ 
ing; inherence; real identity. (On the first three, see my Metaphysics of the Incarnation , 34-50; on 
the last, see my Duns Scotus on God, 112-13, 168-9.) Being an object of cognition without satis¬ 
fying any of these relations is, it turns out, another way of being part of (“in”) a substance on 
Scotuss account. 
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representationalism. For on this account, internal states are not necessarily 
more consciously accessible than external. Inner and outer theatres have the 
same observer—the mind or intelligence—and this breakdown of the distinc¬ 
tion between representation and represented hinges on the loosening of what 
it is to be “in” the mind: not as such inherent, but simply part of a causal story 
originating with semantic contents and issuing in an occurrent cognition. 
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Abstract 

One of Ockhams fundamental tenets about the human intellect is that its acts consti¬ 
tute a mental language. Although this language of thought shares some of the features 
of conventional language, thought is commonly considered as prior to conventional 
language. This paper tries to show that this consensus is seriously challenged in Ock¬ 
hams early writings. I shall argue that, in claiming the priority of conventional 
language over mental language, Ockham established a novel explanation of the syste- 
maticity of thought—an explanation which anticipates the idea that thought becomes 
systematic through the acquisition of conventional language. 

Keywords 

concepts, mental language, priority of language over thought, semantics, systematicity 


1. Introduction 

One of the central questions that William of Ockham tackled throughout his 
academic writings is how the human intellect works, or more precisely, what 
we have to assume about the intellect in order to explain cognition and 
thought. As is well-known, Ockham could appeal to long-standing traditions 
according to which thought is like language, since it is by means of language 
that we communicate our thoughts. Ockham, however, was rather cautious 
and readily admitted that we do not really know what kind of entities are in 
the intellect . 1 So rather than relying on the analogy between thought and 


1} See Ockham, Scriptum in librum primum Sententiarum , d. 27, q. 2, OTh IV, 196-197, where 
he addresses this issue as a difficulty realis as opposed to mere terminological problems (difficul- 
tates vocales). 
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language, Ockham took this question very seriously and even developed dif¬ 
ferent accounts of what came to be known as mental language. 

Yet, on the face of it, at least one thing seems to be certain: if thought is like 
language or even a kind of mental language consisting of concepts, then this 
mental language is prior to conventional language. If, for instance, I have a 
thought that can be expressed by the sentence ‘My paper is not long’, then this 
plain string of words is semantically evaluable in virtue of the thought that it 
expresses—not vice versa. The idea of the priority of thought is clearly stated 
already in Aristotle’s third book of De anima : “For the combination of concepts 
is truth or falsity.” 2 This view was and is easily married to Aristotle’s famous 
semantic sketch drawn in the first chapter of De interpretation , which accounts 
for the priority of thought over conventional language. 

The basic idea is that written signs signify spoken sounds, which in turn 
signify the passions of the soul or the similitudes of things. 3 Around 1250 we 
encounter a new way of interpreting these similitudes or concepts: they are no 
longer solely seen as similitudes of things but as mental signs. And from the 
early fourteenth century onwards, at least since Ockham’s mature works, quite 
a majority of medieval philosophers take these concepts to be constituents of 
a compositionally structured mental language which is by some modern com¬ 
mentators likened to the notion of an ideal language and by some even to 
Fodor’s notion of a language of thought. 4 

Already Boethius’s reading of Aristotle might point into that direction, 
when he says that concepts ( intellectus) are significative of things and that the 
parts of speech are not only written and spoken but also tacitly thought in the 
mind. 5 So whereas Aristotle construed signification and the division into parts 


2) Aristotle, De anima III 8 (432a 11-12): a'oprcA.OKTi yap voripaxcov eoxi to aA.'nGeq f\ \|/e\)8o<;. 
Cf. Boethius, Commentarii in librum Aristotelis Peri hermeneias , 28: “conplexio namque intellec- 
tuum est veritas vel falsitas.” 

3) See Aristotle, De interpretation , ch. 1 (16a3-8). A helpful overview is provided by Hans Arens, 
Aristotles Theory of Language and Its Tradition: Texts from 500 to 1750 , sel., trans. and commen¬ 
tary H. Arens, (Amsterdam/Philadelphia, 1984). 1984. 

4) See Claude Panaccio, Ockham on Concepts (Aldershot, 2004); cf. Stephan Meier-Oeser, “Spra- 
che und Bilder im Geist. Skizzen zu einem philosophischen Langzeitprojekt”, Philosophisches 
Jahrbuch 111. Jahrgang, 2. Halbband (2004), 312-342 for a more critical assessment. 

5) See Boethius, Commentarii in librum Aristotelis Peri hermeneias , 24: “intellectus vero ipsi nihil 
aliud nisi rerum significativi sunt.” See ibid., 30: “quare autem verbum et nomen principaliter 
orationis partes sunt, erunt alia verba et nomina quae scribantur, alia quae dicantur, alia quae 
tacita mente tractentur... triplex autem nominum natura est atque verborum...” For a concise 
introduction to Boethius’s semantics see John Marenbon, Boethius (Oxford, 2003), 34-37. 
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of speech as properties of written or spoken language, Boethius treated them 
as features that have mental counterparts. 

But although many commentators disagree about the nature or functioning 
of concepts, there seems to be hardly any dispute about the priority of con¬ 
cepts over written and spoken language. Aristotle himself never seems to ques¬ 
tion whether the reverse might be true and whether words of our language 
might be prior to the concepts they signify. Indeed, it is a key feature of seman¬ 
tic explanation in Aristotle and the tradition following him that concepts are 
prior to words. Boethius epitomizes this idea when he claims that the semantic 
order of written signs, spoken sounds, concepts and things is an inversion of 
the natural order, where things come first, then concepts, then spoken sounds 
and finally written words. 6 

In this paper, I would like to address one of the few positions which chal¬ 
lenged this general agreement according to which concepts are prior to words 
or, more generally speaking, mental language is prior to conventional lan¬ 
guage. I shall concentrate on Ockham s early work and try to show some of the 
wider implications of his early theory of mental language; I will finish with a 
discussion of the benefits of turning the Aristotelian theory upside down. 

I shall argue that, in claiming the priority of conventional language over 
mental language, Ockham established a novel explanation of the systematicity 
of thought—an explanation which anticipates the idea that thought becomes 
systematic through the acquisition of conventional language. 


2. From Concepts to Terms in a Language 

Let me begin with a brief reconstruction of Aristotle’s account. Spoken sounds 
or words are conventional signs of our concepts of things. And whereas words 
differ in accordance with different linguistic conventions, the concepts of 
things are the same for all. This amounts to the view that concepts are naturally 
prior to words. Since, qua similitudes, concepts depend on things for their 
content, while the signification of words depends on concepts, not vice versa. 

For the purposes of this paper we might treat concepts as units of the men¬ 
tal lexicon. Now Aristotle also claims that these concepts can be mentally 
composed or divided, which later medieval authors took to mean that the 


6) See Boethius, Commentarii in librum Aristotelis Peri hermeneias , 20-21: “... litterae quidem 
significent voces, voces vero intellectus, intellectus autem concipiant res... quae habent quandam 
non confusam neque fortuitam consequentiam, sed terminata naturae suae ordinatione con¬ 
stant_praecedit autem res intellectum, intellectus vero vocem, vox litteras...” 
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concepts can be composed into mental sentences. But whereas it might seem 
rather unproblematic to say that concepts are prior to words, it is quite another 
thing to say that mental sentences are prior to conventional sentences. So it is 
worthwhile to examine how this priority is qualified. 

2.1 Epistemic or Semantic Priority 

As mental similitudes of things, concepts may be claimed to have some of the 
properties of the things grasped through those very concepts. If I have been 
standing in a garden in front of a green tree I and formed the concept “tree”, 
I can think about the tree by means of the concept even if I am no longer in 
the garden. My capacity of doing so can be explained by appealing to the 
concepts properties which include—depending on the theory—the formal 
features of trees or at least some sort of similitude to trees. By contrast, if I hear 
the utterance “tree” I can also think of trees, but there is nothing in that very 
utterance which would explain my capacity to do so; the word itself has no 
properties relevant to explaining my capacity of thinking about trees, unless, 
of course, we add the claim that the word evokes the concept “tree”, which 
then enables me to think about trees. Accordingly, the word s functioning as a 
placeholder of a thing—as Aristotle claimed in the Sophistic Refutations 
(l65a6-8)—is granted by its subordination to a concept. This is why concepts 
were later called natural signs as opposed to words which signify convention¬ 
ally. If the word “tree” were subordinated to a different concept, say the con¬ 
cept “cat”, then your utterance of “tree” would evoke the concept “cat”. So 
concepts have epistemic priority over words, and thus they are also semanti¬ 
cally prior. In other words: concepts grant the semantic identity between 
words and things. 7 

2.2 Syntactic Priority 

Commentators such as Thomas Aquinas and John Duns Scotus developed 
this view into a logico-psychological doctrine of mental operations, by merg¬ 
ing it with some tenets in Aristotle’s De anima : they claim that the forma¬ 
tion of concepts is the first operation of the intellect, followed by the second 
operation of composition or division and the third operation of syllogizing. 8 


7) See Dominik Perler, Theorien der Intentionalitat im Mittelalter (Frankfurt am Main, 2002), 
319-342, 361-374, and Martin Lenz, Mentale Sdtze. Wilhelm von Ockhams Thesen zur Sprach- 
lichkeit des Denkens (Stuttgart, 2003), esp. 107-115. 

8) See Thomas Aquinas, Expositio libri Peryermenias 1.1, ed. Gauthier, 5, and Scotus, Quaestiones 
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The explanatory power of concepts is thus extended to the realm of sentences 
and arguments. Couched in psychological terms and defined as mental opera¬ 
tions, this seems straightforward. I form, say, a simple concept of man, 
I form another simple concept of animal, and then—by means of the second 
operation—I combine those concepts and form a mental sentence, say “every 
man is an animal”. However, this extension is not as harmless as it might 
appear at first. For we are not only dealing with different types of mental acts; 
rather, these acts should also have different outcomes: the first operation pro¬ 
duces a concept, the second a sentence. In contrast to a concept, a mental 
sentence probably has quite different properties: it is complex, has a different 
semantics and contains certain parts that are not explicable through a relation 
to things. In addition to the intentional relations between concepts in the 
mind and things in the world, we obviously have to take into account syntac¬ 
tic relations between concepts. 

Already in Scotus s commentary on De interpretatione we find strong objec¬ 
tions to the idea that the Aristotelian view of concepts can be extended to 
sentences, on the grounds that the realm of the mental does not contain struc¬ 
tural parts. Appealing to the Aristotelian notion of concepts, however, Scotus 
defends the view that the mental sentence has priority over spoken and writ¬ 
ten sentences: the enuntiationes in mente are sentences properly speaking, 
whereas conventional sentences are sentences in a derived sense. 9 

The interesting point of this debate (rising in the late 13th century) is that 
this view requires a justification at all. As we shall see, the consensus that con¬ 
cepts are prior to words is shaken by the (prima facie quite plausible and 
congruous) attempt to extend this view to the claim that structured thought is 
prior to language. 


octo in duos libros Perihermeneias , prooemium (Vives, 1891), 581, who appeal not only to 
Aristotle’s De interpretatione but also to De anima : see esp. De anima III 6 (430a26-28) and 
III 8 (432al0-12). 

9) See Scotus, Quaestiones in libros Perihermenias Aristotelis, q. 1, Opera philosophica II, ed. 
R. Andrews et al., 44-45 (cf. Vives 1891, 539-540): “.. .Si autem istae proprietates [sc. opposi- 
tio, habitudo etc.] insint enuntiationi in voce, hoc non est per se primo, sed in quantum est 

signum enuntiationis in mente_[Objection:] Item, quod non est enuntiatio in mente, proba- 

tio: quia illius non sunt nomen et verbum partes, cum utrumque sit vox; sed enuntiationis de 
qua hie determinatur sunt illae partes. [Reply:]... dico quod sicut nomen et verbum in voce sunt 
partes enuntiationis in voce, sic ipsa in mente sunt partes enuntiationis in mente. Quae enim 
concipiuntur ab intellectu in prima eius operatione, componuntur in secunda, licet nec haec nec 
ilia exprimantur.” 
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The idea behind Scotuss defence seems straightforward: if you want a 
coherent theory which explains the general priority of the mental operations 
over conventional language—and this is what you want if you wish to say, for 
example, that all logicians study the same logic and not the peculiarities of 
different languages—, then you had better account for the priority of both, 
the semantic and the structural properties of thought. At the beginning of the 
14th century we consequently encounter a serious debate about the possible 
candidates that coherently satisfy the semantic and structural properties that 
hitherto have been ascribed to thought. Things (res) as they are construed in 
Burleys account of the propositio in re are seen as semantically unambiguous, 
but they do not fulfil the structural requirements, whereas conventional spo¬ 
ken sounds (voces) lack semantic identity unless they are tied to concepts 
(conceptus). 10 

Now, obviously the quoted criticisms against Scotus affect the traditional 
view of concepts as well. Concepts qua constituent parts of thought seem to 
require different properties from concepts qua similitudes of things. 


3. Ockham’s Account of Mental Language 

3.1 Ockhams'mature Theory 

This problem is spelled out in Ockhams early work, which is still largely 
ignored or quickly dismissed by many commentators, who favour Ockhams 
later position that he presented around 1323, notably in his Summa Logicae. 
The current view of Ockham’s mature theory recognizes that Ockham solved 
the problems alluded to above by assigning two different roles to concepts: 
they are the basic units of semantics as well as constituents of structured 
thought. 11 According to this later theory, conceptual content is acquired by a 
causal relation between the world and the mind; but since our mind is endowed 
with the capacity to form structured sentences, these concepts can function 
as constituent parts of mental sentences. Especially the latter aspect seems 
to render Ockhams notion of mental language comparable to Jerry Fodors 


10) See on this debate Lenz 2003, 52-71 and Christian Rode, “Satze und Dinge. Die propositio 
in re bei Walter Burley und anderen”, Bochumer Philosophisches Jahrbuch fur Antike und Mittelal- 
ter 10 (2005), 67-91. 

n) For a concise discussion of this differentiation see Dominik Perler, “Die Systematizitat des 
Denkens. Zu Ockhams Theorie der mentalen Sprache” Philosophisches Jahrbuch 111. Jahrgang, 
2. Halbband (2004), 291-311. Cf. Panaccio 2004, 5. 
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Language of Thought Hypothesis. 12 Ockhams main tenet is: mental language 
is semantically and syntactically prior to spoken language. 

However, as is probably just as well known, Ockham admitted even in these 
later works that, although we are endowed with a disposition to form sen¬ 
tences out of naturally significant concepts, there is still the trouble to explain 
the origin of certain structurally relevant properties of concepts. 13 Typical 
examples are syncategorematic terms such as “is”, “all” etc. Although they are 
semantically necessary, since they render sentences true or false, they cannot 
be derived from the experience of things. So where do they come from? A 
likely conclusion in line with Ockhams general thesis would be that these 
concepts are part of our mental capacities which enable us to form sentences. 
This is indeed the conclusion that he seems to suggest in several passages of his 
later works. 14 

Put in terms of Fodors Language of Thought Hypothesis, these innate fea¬ 
tures of concepts explain the systematicity of thought: they account for the 
fact, for instance, that we are not only capable to tell the difference between 
sentences such as “all sheep are white” and “some sheep are white” but also to 
think this difference—which is indeed a major point for Ockham, too. 15 

But the systematicity of thought does certainly not derive from features of 
the world. So whatever the extramental world is like, thought has to be at least 


12) See Jerry A. Fodor, Psychosemantics: The Problem of Meaning in the Philosophy of Mind (Cam¬ 
bridge/Mass., 1987), 1-26 and 135-154. To be sure, Fodor also assigns both roles to concepts, 
one of the crucial differences being that Fodor takes concepts to be innate and physically real; see 
Jerry A. Fodor, Concepts: Where Cognitive Science Went Wrong (Oxford, 1998), 1-39. 

13) See Ockham, Quodlibeta IV, q. 35, OTh IX, 471: “Similiter large accipiendo, dicitur intentio 
secunda conceptus animae qui significat non solum intentiones animae quae sunt signa naturalia 
rerum, cuiusmodi sunt intentiones primae stricte acceptae, sed etiam potest signa mentalia ad 
placitum significantia significare, puta syncategoremata mentalia. Et isto modo forte non habe- 
mus nisi vocale correspondens intentioni secundae.” [Likewise, loosely speaking, a second inten¬ 
tion is a concept of the soul that signifies not only those intentions of the soul which are natural 
signs of things, such as first intentions taken in the strict sense, rather it can also signify mental 
signs which signify by voluntary institution, such as syncategorematic mental terms. This way we 
have perhaps nothing but a spoken sound corresponding to the second intention.] 

14) See for instance Ockham, Scrip turn in librum primum Sententiarum , d. 2, q. 8, OTh II, 
289-290. 

15) See Ockham, Expositio in librum Perihermeneias Aristotelis , prooemium, § 6, OPh II, 354- 
358, and Fodor 1987, 149-151. Cf. Perler 2004 and Martin Lenz, “ Oratio mentalis und Menta- 
lesisch. Ein spatmittelalterlicher Blick auf die gegenwartige Philosophic des Geistes”, in Herbst 
des Mittelalters? Fragen zur Bewertung des 14. und 15. Jahrhunderts , ed. J. Aertsen and M. Pickave 
(Berlin/New York {Miscellanea Mediaevalia 31), 2004), 105-130. 
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as systematic as language, since otherwise we would not be able to capture the 
varieties and differences that occur in conventional languages. 

In some respects Ockham certainly subscribed to this thesis, but even in his 
mature works some doubts still remain, which point back to his early theory. 
Reminiscent of his adherence to the Aristotelian account is that his acknowl¬ 
edgements of these doubts are accompanied by phrases such as “improperly 
speaking”, but they still remain vital. Let us now look more closely at them. 

3.2 Ockhams Early Theory 

The basic idea of Ockhams earlier theory—as I see it—is quite simple: we 
neither have an inborn mental language nor an inborn systematic capacity to 
form sentences. All we can do—as it were from the outset—is to exercise men¬ 
tal acts. The systematicity of our thoughts is rather derived from our acquain¬ 
tance with conventional language. If this interpretation is correct, then, 
contrary to what Ockham later claimed, conventional language is structurally 
prior to mental language. 16 

Central to Ockhams early and later positions is the idea that mental sen¬ 
tences require certain grammatical and logical features just as conventional 
ones do. The mental counterpart of the word “man” {homo), for instance, can¬ 
not be the same as the mental counterpart of the term in the genitive case: “of 
man” {hominis). The problem is just how such grammatical features can be 
said to belong to concepts. 17 We easily recognize this problem in our common 
way of speaking. Although we might commonly say that we have the concept 
of man, we are unlikely to claim that the concept appears in a genitive or 
accusative case. But we would still agree that such differences in words are 


16) For a more detailed examination see Lenz 2003, 98-130. 

17) See for instance Ockham, Scriptum in librum primum Sententiarum , d. 2, q. 1, OTh II, 24: 
“Unde per ‘hominis’ non tantum importatur illud quod importatur per ‘homo’, sed etiam 
importatur aliquid quod habet dominium super illud quod importatur per ‘homo’. Similiter, per 
‘homines’ non importatur quaelibet res eodem modo quo importatur per ‘homo’; et universaliter 
tales modi grammaticales qui conveniunt et conceptui et nomini falsificant propositiones fre¬ 
quenter, et frequenter eas reddunt incongruas et non intelligibiles.... Sed qualiter tales modi 
grammaticales possunt convenire conceptui post patebit.” [Thus, ‘of man’ conveys not only what 
is conveyed by ‘man’ but also something that has dominion over that which is conveyed by ‘man. 
Likewise, ‘men does not convey everything in the same way in which it is conveyed by ‘man’. 
And generally, those grammatical modes which pertain to concepts as well as to names fre¬ 
quently make sentences false and frequently render them incongruent and unintelligible.... But 
in what way those grammatical modes can pertain to concepts will be clarified later.] 
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relevant to the meaning of sentences, so they should occur in thought in some 
way or another. 

So where do these structural features come from? Ockhams reply is that 
they are abstracted from conventional language. He first discusses the case of 
syncategorematic terms and argues that, since there is nothing in the external 
world from which we could abstract terms such as “is” or “all”, they have to be 
abstracted from conventional sentences. But in contrast to what many and 
even recent commentators claim, he goes on to say that, generally speaking, 
the grammatical and logical modes can be imposed only adplacitum on con¬ 
cepts, since they do not naturally belong to any concept. Thus, in fact we 
always abstract these features from spoken sounds and impose concepts 
accordingly. 18 

It is important to note that this is not just true of syncategorematic con¬ 
cepts but of all concepts. With regard to logical and grammatical modes all 
concepts are abstracted from conventional language. So with regard to the role 
in syntactic contexts, all concepts are abstracted and imposed to function in 
the way that conventional words do. 19 


18) See Ockham, Scriptum in librum primum Sententiarum , d. 2, q. 8, OTh II, 285-286: “... et 
universaliter nec modi grammaticales nec logicales possunt plus ex se competere istis conceptibus 
quam illis, sed tantum ad placitum utentium. Possunt autem tales conceptus imponi vel abstrahi 
a vocibus, et ita fit de facto vel semper vel communiter. Verbi gratia, isti voci ‘homo’ competit 
talis modus grammaticalis quod est singularis numeri, nominativi casus, masculini generis, et sic 
de aliis; et isti voci ‘hominis competunt alii modi grammaticales.” [... and generally, neither 
grammatical nor logical modes can by themselves pertain more to these concepts than to those, 
but only by voluntary use. Such concepts, however, can be imposed or abstracted from spoken 
sounds, and this is what in fact or always or generally happens. The grammatical mode that 
pertains to the spoken sound ‘man’, for instance, is such that it is of singular number, nominative 
case, masculine gender and the like, while there are different grammatical modes pertaining to 
the spoken sound of man’.] 

19) See Ockham, Scriptum in librum primum Sententiarum , d. 2, q. 8, OTh II, 268: “Tunc ab istis 
vocibus sic significantibus abstrahit intellectus conceptus communes praedicabiles de eis, et 
imponit istos conceptus ad significandum ilia eadem quae significant ipsae voces extra. Et eodem 
modo et de talibus format propositiones consimiles et habentes consimiles proprietates quales 
habent propositiones prolatae. Et sicut potest instituere tales conceptus ad sic significandum, ita 
potest instituere ipsos conceptus abstractos a rebus ad significandum sub eisdem modis gramma- 
ticalibus sub quibus significant ipsae voces. Hoc tamen fit convenientius per conceptus abstrac¬ 
tos a vocibus propter aequivocationem vitandam, quia illi conceptus sunt distincti sicut ipsae 
voces...”. [From spoken sounds signifying in such a way, then, the intellect abstracts common 
concepts which can be predicated of them; and it imposes these concepts to signify the same as 
is signified by the extramental spoken sounds. And from these the intellect forms, in the same 
way, similar sentences which have properties similar to those which pertain to the spoken sen¬ 
tences. And just as the intellect can institute such concepts to signify in such and such a way, it 
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3.3 Consequences of His Early Theory 

An immediate consequence of this view is that conventional language is struc¬ 
turally prior to mental language. Many recent commentators on Ockhams 
philosophy would see this result as rather unattractive. It not only contradicts 
the earlier interpretations of mental language as a logically ideal language 
along the lines of the models from the Viennese Circle but also the view of 
mental language as a Fodorian mentalese. 20 

Worse still perhaps, it also contradicts the Aristotelian view of concepts as 
having semantic priority over words. For if certain semantic properties of 
terms are based on syntactic markers and if concepts have to be abstracted 
from language because they do not wear these markers on their sleeves, then 
conventional language is also semantically prior to mental language. 

Another important consequence of this view is therefore that some con¬ 
cepts are not naturally significative but instituted. So it should not come as a 
surprise that Ockham admits to there being certain conceptus adplacitum insti¬ 
tute This does not mean that our thoughts are somehow arbitrary, it is rather 
a consequence of the view that the world is not as systematic as the mind. Not 
everything we conceive of is rooted in extramental reality. To think that all 
humans are mortal, for instance, does not require an entity called allness. On 
the other hand, the fact that all humans are mortal, can only be expressed with 
the help of the syncategorematic term “all”. 21 


can institute the concepts abstracted from things to signify under the very same grammatical 
modes by means of which the spoken sounds themselves signify. However, to avoid equivoca¬ 
tion, this happens more conveniently by means of concepts abstracted from spoken sounds, 
since these concepts are as distinct as the spoken sounds themselves...] 

20) See for instance Catarina Dutilh Novaes, “Ockham on Supposition and Equivocation in 
Mental Language”, Proceedings of the Society for Medieval Logic and Metaphysics 3 (2004), 
URL=http://www.fordham.edu/gsas/phil/klima/SMLM/PSMLM3/PSMLM3.pdf, Calvin G. 
Normore, “Material Supposition and the Mental Language of Ockhams Summa Logicae\ Topoi 
16 (1997), 27-33 and Paul Vincent Spade, “Synonymy and Equivocation in Ockhams Mental 
Language”, Journal of the History of Philosophy 18 (1980), 9-22. On the different lines of inter¬ 
pretation see Lenz 2003, 13-16. 

21) See Ockham, Scriptum in librum primum Sententiarum , d. 30, q. 1, OTh IV, 317: “. ..iste 
conceptus vel intentio ‘omnis’ est tantum quoddam syncategorema in anima, et tamen sine isto 
conceptu omnis homo est risibilis. Quod tamen omnis homo, sine omni conceptu, sit risibilis 
non possumus exprimere nisi per conceptum syncategorematicum.” [... the concept or intention 
‘every’ is only a syncategorematic term in the soul, yet even without this concept every human is 
capable of laughing. But the fact that every human, without any concept whatsoever, is capable 
of laughing can be expressed only by means of a syncategorematic concept.] See also Ockham, 
Scriptum in librum primum Sententiarum , d. 31, q. 1, OTh IV, 403-407, and Ockham, ibid ., 
d. 3, q. 2, OTh II, 403. Cf. Fodor 1998, 26. 
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A more interesting result of this view is—to adjust a phrase coined by 
Jennifer Ashworth—that we sometimes can think more clearly than we under¬ 
stand. We can use instituted concepts with a certain semantic vagueness to 
think about something that we do not (fully) understand. This way certain 
concepts such as “God”, “electron”, “sun” or “weather” can be taken as pro¬ 
concepts 22 of things to which we do not have complete or distinct epistemic 
access. 23 This opens up the possibility that concepts do not necessarily need an 
epistemic, let alone ontological, foundation. To adopt a famous term from 
Dennett: we can use concepts just like we use words as “tools for thinking”. 24 
(Again, this is something we cannot do with naturally significant concepts, so 
the arbitrarity of words gains priority over the epistemic value of concepts.) 
We can, to take one of Ockhams examples, institute a term that means some¬ 
thing which is different from all other things’ and name it ‘God’ just as we can 
institute a term to mean ‘whomever I meet next’. So we can devise a linguistic 
precision without founding it on distinct epistemic access to certain objects: 
significare is not always the same as intelligereP 

22) In contrast to concepts whose content is fixed by their natural signification, pro-concepts can 
be seen on a par with ad hoc institutions whose content is contextually specified. See Dan Sperber 
and Deirdre Wilson, “The Mapping between the Mental and the Public Lexicon”, in Language 
and Thought: Interdisciplinary Themes , ed. P. Carruthers and J. Boucher (Cambridge, 1998), 184- 
200. I borrow this term from their relevance-theoretic account of concept-formation—to be 
sure, without ascribing to Ockham a fully fledged theory of this kind. 

23) See Ockham, Scriptum in librum primum Sententiarum , d. 22, q. 1, OTh IV, 45-57; see esp. 
p. 57: “aliquis videns solem non distincte videt nec intelligit solem quia non videt distincte 
quidquid est ipsius solis, et tamen ista vox sol’ apud eum distincte significat solem quia significat 
sibi illam rem quam videt confuse et nullam aliam.” [Someone seeing the sun neither distinctly 
sees nor intellectually cognizes the sun, since he does not distinctly see everything that belongs 
to the sun as such. Nevertheless, for him the spoken sound ‘sun’ distinctly signifies the sun, since 
for him it signifies the very thing that he sees confusedly and no other thing.] Cf. Lenz 2003, 
118-124 and E. J. Ashworth, “Can I Speak More Clearly than I Understand? A Problem of 
Religious Language in Henry of Ghent, Duns Scotus, and Ockham”, in Studies in Medieval 
Linguistic Thought , ed. K. Koerner, H.-J. Niederehe and R. H. Robins (Amsterdam, 1980), 
29-38.1980. 

24) Note that this view is very much in line with Ockhams early tenet that concepts are ficta. See 
Ockham, Scriptum in librum primum Sententiarum , d. 2, q. 8, OTh II, 273 and 285. 

25) See Ockham, Scriptum in librum primum Sententiarum , d. 22, q. 1, OTh IV, 55. Cf. ibid.: 
“Praeterea, si viator non posset instituere nomen ad distincte significandum divinam essentiam, 
hoc non esset nisi quia non potest Deum distincte intelligere. Sed hoc non obstat, quia vox ali- 
qua potest aliquid distincte significare quod numquam fu.it distincte intellectum. Patet de hac 
voce ‘homo’ quod distincte significabit hominem futurum etiam sine nova impositione.” [Fur¬ 
thermore, if a wayfarer were unable to institute a name to distinctly signify the divine essence, 
this would be so solely because he cannot distinctly cognize God. But this does not make any 
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4. Benefits of this Theory 

This account clearly contradicts Ockham s “mature” theory, but neither is this 
a reason to avoid the question of its historical impact in favour of a coherent 
view of medieval theories of mental language, nor does his early theory need 
to be seen as philosophically immature. 

With regard to the history of philosophy we seem to prefer to think that 
medieval philosophers never questioned whether language might influence 
thought. 

But I do not think that Ockhams early approach was just an embarrassed 
hand-waving for lack of a better theory. So it will probably be rewarding to 
return to reading authors such as Crathorn or Richard Brinkley in order to get 
a better grasp of alternatives to the common view of mentalese which was 
questioned again in late scholastic and early modern philosophy. 26 

To sharpen the philosophical grasp of Ockhams early approach, it might be 
helpful to look for parallels not to Fodor but to his opponents: most notably 
to Daniel Dennett, who—as Fodor himself remarked—“suggested that its 
learning language that makes a mind systematic.” 27 

A standard objection to this view is that mental language would be as 
ambiguous as conventional language. But this is not necessarily true, if one 
takes into account the distinction between the hearers and speakers perspec¬ 
tive. 28 Of course, a hearer might need to go through a process of disambigua¬ 
tion, by listening to other sentences an so on. But this is not true for the 
speaker or for the first person perspective: we normally do not wonder whether 
we think (of) this or that while we employ this or that concept. 29 

difference, since any spoken sound can distinctly signify something that was never distinctly 
cognized. This is clear from the case of the spoken sound ‘man’ which will distinctly signify any 
man in the future without any new imposition.] 

26) See Laurent Cesalli, “‘Ubi est propositio?’ Richard Brinkley sur les lieux de le proposition 
(Summa Logicae V.l-5)”, in Medieval Theories of Assertive and Non-assertive Language: Acts of the 
14th European Symposium on Medieval Logic and Semantics , ed. A. Maieru and L. Valente (Rome, 
2004), 445-471 on Brinkley. On Crathorn see Perler 1997 and Lenz 2003, 179-181. For a con¬ 
cise examination of later developments see Meier-Oeser 2004. 

27) Fodor 1998, 26. For a succinct presentation of this view see Daniel C. Dennett, “Learning 
and Labeling”, Mind and Language 8/4 (1993), 540-547. Cf. Daniel C. Dennett, Consciousness 
Explained (Boston, 1991), 218-228. 

28) This defence is put forward, amongst others, by David Cole, who argues that “much thought 
is indeed internalized speech” of a conventional language: see David Cole, “Hearing Yourself 
Think: Natural Language, Inner Speech and Thought”, 1997 (http://www.umn.edu/"dcole/ 
hearthot.htm). 

29) In the same vein Ockham distinguishes between the intentio auctoris , the usus loquentium and 
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Another more modern objection is to point out that this view leads to the 
incompatibilities of conceptual relativism. But even this view can be coun¬ 
tered by appealing to a distinction between a cognitive and communicative 
function of language. 30 

The most challenging objection however is that it seems incongruous to 
claim that we acquire concepts through a language whose very meaning is said 
to depend on the meaning of the concepts. If I solely perceive a word, then I 
do not understand it, unless it evokes a concept; it remains a mere sound. 
Dennett s idea, by contrast, is that we indeed “must climb steps in which we 
perceive but don t understand our own representations.” 31 So we learn to employ 
concepts by using representations. Similarly we can use terms such as “God” 
or “sun” without (fully) understanding them. Once we can employ a represen¬ 
tation adplacitum , understanding it is not really a distinctly epistemic process 
but also a matter of decision (which is not stricdy dependent on epistemic 
access). This idea is not properly spelled out in Ockham but it is certainly 
worth considering this view as a valuable alternative to the classical conception 
of mentalese. 


5. Conclusion 

On this account, then, conventional language is prior to mental language in 
three respects: (1) it is syntactically prior in that it contains the relevant mark¬ 
ers which we abstract and apply to concepts; (2) it is semantically prior in that 


the virtus sermonis. However, since the non-ambiguity of mental language is generally argued to 
rest on the natural signification of its terms, there is still room for syntactic equivocation, as 
Ockham admits (Ockham, Summa Logicae III.4, c. 4, OPh I, 763). Yet this does not entail that 
Ockham is committed to the claim that the thinker in question might be confused as to whether 
she thinks this or that. Remember that mental language was construed also as a medium for 
communication between angels, so possible ambiguities can be explained by invoking the 
distinction between angelic hearer and speaker. Cf. Lenz 2003, 162-165 and 128-131. 

30) The basic idea of the cognitive conception is that conscious propositional thinking is conduc¬ 
ted in and partly even constituted by (internalized) conventional language. This is argued to be 
tenable without having to embrace the so-called Whorfian hypothesis and its relativist conse¬ 
quences. For a detailed account see Peter Carruthers, Language, Thought and Consciousness: An 
Essay in Philosophical Psychology (Cambridge, 1996). 

31) See Dennett 1993, 542: “... the sort of learning we human beings can achieve just by con¬ 
templating symbolic representations of knowledge depends not on our merely, in some sense, 
perceiving them, but also understanding them, and my rather curious suggestion is that in order 
to arrive at this marvellous summit, we must climb steps in which we perceive but dont under¬ 
stand our own representations.” 
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at least some semantic relations do depend on syntactic combinations; (3) it 
can have epistemic priority, of a kind at least, in that it enables us to label 
objects independently of the degree of our cognitive access. (We can mentally 
“handle” objects without having to resort to an understanding of them.) 
Unlike Fodor s mentalese, the kind of mental language that Ockham depicts 
in his early theory is not one underlying our cognitive processes, rather it 
grants the availability of representations that we use in thinking. 

This is probably why the early Ockham saw no difficulty in defending a 
kind of propositio in re-theory. Thinking means applying mental acts to things 
and applying them to concepts when no things are present, thus using both res 
cognitae and conceptus as representations in thought. When the question arises 
just how we are capable of using representations, of construing relations 
between ontologically independent things, the answer is: it is because we have 
learned a language which enables us to turn the objects we have cognized into 
syntactic constituents. Constituents which in turn allow for some vital ele¬ 
ments in thought: structure and recursion. 32 
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Abstract 

The article analyses the idea that according to the averroist Jean de Jandun, Master of 
Arts in Paris at the beginning of the 14th century, human beings are composed of a 
« double form » the separated intellect on the one hand, the cogitative soul on the other 
hand. After recalling several major accounts of the time, we explore Jeans reading of 
Averroes’ major conceptions concerning the problem. Finally, we challenge the idea 
according to which we observe in his writings the radical thesis of a sometimes cogitat¬ 
ing sometimes thinking « double human being» that makes of the homo intelligens a 
punctual and exclusive new being, which is accidentally produced while the thinking 
takes place. 

Keywords 

soul, intellect, cogitative, form, anthropology, humanity 


1. Introduction 

Dans le Grand Commentaire d’Averroes du livre De I’dme , deux phrases parais- 
sent se contredire, ou du moins se faire concurrence, sur la question majeure 
de la specification de Thomme. Dans le texte qui ouvre son commentaire du 
livre III, Averroes ecrit d’abord ceci a propos de la faculte rationnelle: « c’est 
par elle que Phomme differe des autres etres vivants, comme il est dit en de 
nombreux passages » 1 . L’id£e est ordinaire, evidemment; elle correspond k la 


1} Averroes, ^Intelligence et la Pensie. Grand Commentaire du * Deanimd. Livre III (429 a 10-435 
b 25), traduction, introduction et notes par A. de Libera (Paris, 1998), 49; pour le latin, cf. 
Averroes, Averrois Cordubensis commentarium magnum in Aristotelis de anima libros , 6d. F. S. 
Crawford (Cambridge (Mass.), 1953), 379, 21-23: «per hanc virtutem [la virtus rationabilis ] 
differt homo ab aliis animalibus, ut dictum est in multis locis.» Dans son commentaire 6 du livre 
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caracterisation courante de l’homme comme animal rationnel. Mais quelques 
pages plus loin, a Textreme fin du commentaire vingt, Averroes parle de In¬ 
tellect passible (intellectus passibilis ) 2 , quil assimile a «la faculte imaginative 
humaine » 3 , ou encore, plus exactement, aux « formes de Timagination en tant 
quagit sur elles la faculte cogitative propre a I’homme » 4 ; et il ecrit cette fois: 
«cet intellect qu’Aristote appelle passible est ce qui differencie les hommes 
selon les quatre facultes mentionnees dans les Topiques , qu’Alfarabi enumere 
dans les Elenchi »; puis il ajoute: « cest [.. .] par cet intellect que I’homme differe 
desautresanimaux, car si tel n’etait pas le cas, il y aurait jonction de intellect 
agent et de intellect possible avec les [autres] animaux, et de la meme maniere 
[quavec Thomme].» 5 Abstraction faite du detail de ces theses, le probleme est 
clair: s’il s’agit de savoir par quoi Thomme differe des autres especes, le texte 
d’Averroes parait indiquer deux reponses, quil narticule pas de fa^on nette: 
d’un cote, la virtus rationalise de l’autre, Xymaginatio, ou plus precisement, en 
elle, cette puissance individuelle qu est la virtus cogitativa. De cette possible 
ambigufte, les Latins ont fait une querelle, roulant sur la forme de Thomme, 
dans laquelle le probleme noetique de la separation ontologique et de l’unicite 
de intellect croise la question tres embrouillee de la pluralite des formes 


III, par exemple, Averroes ecrit egalement: « virtus rationalis appropriatur homini» (ibid., 416, 
86-87). 

2) Il reprend, comme on sait, l’expression d’Aristote dans le traite De I’Ame, III, 5, 430a24. 

3) Averroes, UIntelligence et la Pensee , 120. 

4) Ibid., 118; nous soulignons; cf. Averroes, Commentarium magnum de anima libros, 449, 
173-175: «Et intendebat hie per intellectum passibilem formas ymaginationis secundum quod 
in eas agit virtus cogitativa propria homini.» Sur la cogitative en general chez Averroes, voir 
Richard C. Taylor, “Remarks on Cogitatio in Averroes” Commentarium Magnum in Aristotelis De 
Anima Libros\ in Averroes and the Aristotelian Tradition: Sources , Constitution and Reception of the 
Philosophy oflbn Rushd (1126-1198), ed. J. A. Aertsen & G. Endress (Leiden, 1999), 217-255 
et Richard C. Taylor, “Cogitatio, Cogitativus and Cogitare: Remarks on the Cogitative Power in 
Averroes”, in Lelaboration du vocabulaire philosophique au Moyen Age, J. Hamesse & C. Steel 
(Turnhout, 2000), 111-146; sur ce passage en particulier, et sa reprise totalement deformee par 
Jean de Jandun, voir Jean-Baptiste Brenet, “Du phantasme a l’espece intelligible: la mine d’Aver¬ 
roes par l’averroiste Jean de Jandun”, in Intellect et imagination dans la Philosophic medievale. 
Intellect and Imagination in Medieval Philosophy. Intellecto e imaginagdo na Filosofia Medieval., ed. 
M.C. Pacheco & J.E Meirinhos (Turnhout, 2006), vol. 2, 1179-1190 et Brenet, Transferts du 
sujet, 195-276. 

5) Averroes, UIntelligence et la Pensee, 122-123; cf. Averroes, Commentarium magnum de anima 
libros, 454, 315-318: « Et per istum intellectum quern vocavit Aristoteles passibilem diversantur 
homines in quatuor virtutibus dictis in Topicis, quas Alfarabius numeravit in Elenchis. Et per 
istum intellectum differt homo ab aliis animalibus, et si non, tunc necesse esset ut continuatio 
intellectus agentis et recipientis cum animalibus esset, eodem modo.» Nous soulignons. 
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substantielles. Dans ce qui suit, on examine a grands traits quelle fut sur ce 
point la lecture de Jean de Jandun, maitre es arts a Paris au debut du XIV 
siecle, et principal tenant de ce que, dans l’historiographie medievale, on a 
longtemps appele « l’averroisme latin » 6 . II ne s’agit nullement d’une archeolo- 
gie et d’une presentation complete; on tache seulement de pointer certains 
elements conceptuels d’une complexe dispute dont l’histoire reste a ecrire. 


2. Deux antecedents: Thomas d’Aquin et Siger de Brabant 

Si Ton s’en tient a l’essentiel, rintervention de Jean de Jandun est precedee de 
ces deux lectures principales: (a) celle de Thomas d’Aquin, d’abord, i.e. celle 
que Thomas attribue a Averroes, et dont sa condamnation depend; (b) celle de 
Siger de Brabant, ensuite; et en particular celle de son De anima intellectivei, 
que Jean cite 7 , et dont on fait generalement une reponse au De unitate intellec¬ 
ts , l’ultime attaque anti-averroi’ste de l’Aquinate. 

Rappelons en bref quelles furent ces deux interpretations 8 . D’une certaine 
maniere, la lecture critique que Thomas d’Aquin fait de la noetique d’Averroes 
tient en deux phrases: 

(1) premierement, dans la mesure oil il est separe dans l’etre, l’intellect chez 
Averroes nest pas la forme du corps; et il faut entendre qu’il ne l’est nulle¬ 
ment. C’est ce qu’on lit, par exemple, dans la Somme contre les Gentils II, 39: 
«ces raisons ont conduit Averroes et certains anciens, d’apres lui, a soutenir 
que l’intellect possible, par lequel l’ame pense, est separe du corps selon l’etre, 
et quil nest pas la forme du corps » 9 . C’est aussi ce qu’affirme le debut du De 
unitate intellects : «Averroes [...] tente de soutenir que l’intellect qu’Aristote 
appelle “possible” [...] est une substance du corps separee du corps selon l’etre, 


6) Sur Jean de Jandun, et notamment sur sa noetique, voir Jean-Baptiste Brenet, Transferts du 
sujet. La noetique d Averroes selon Jean de Jandun (Paris, 2003). 

7) Jean de Jandun, Ioannis de Ianduno philosophi acutissimi super libros Aristotelis de anima subti- 
lissimae quaestiones (Venise, 1587); reimpr. (Frankfurt a. M., 1966), III, 5, col. 245. 

8) C’est volontairement succinct; on n’entre pas, par exemple, dans l’examen de l’£ventuelle 
evolution de chacune des positions. Signalons simplement parmi les publications relativement 
recentes, pour Thomas, Alain de Libera, Lunite de l\intellect. Commentaire du De unitate intel¬ 
lects contra averroistas de Thomas dAquin (Paris, 2004); pour Siger, Antonio Petagine, Aristo- 
telismo difficile. Uintelletto umano nella prospettiva di Alberto Magno, Tommaso dAquino e Sigieri 
di Brabante (Milan, 2004). 

9) Thomas d’Aquin, Somme contre les Gentils. Livre sur la virite de la foi catholique contre les erreurs 
des infideles. Traduction inedite par V. Aubin, C. Michon et D. Moreau, 4 vols. (Paris, 1999), 2: 
59, 241. 
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qui nest daucune fagon (nec aliquo modo) unie au corps comme forme. » 10 Si 
Ton en croit Thomas, done, (’intellect chez Averroes nest en rien la forme 
du corps. 

(2) La deuxieme idee est comme une consequence de la premiere: si l’intel- 
lect n est aucunement la forme du corps, rhomme, chez Averroes, nest rien que 
le corps anime des facultes inferieures. Thomas d’Aquin croit pouvoir l’ecrire, 
par exemple, dans la Somme contre les Gentils II, 60: «Averroes [...] dit que 
rhomme differe specifiquement des betes par l’intellect qu’Aristote appelle 
passif et qui est la faculte cogitative, propre a rhomme [...]. [...] Et cet intel¬ 
lect passif se trouve chez l’enfant des le debut, et lui confere l’espece humaine 
avant qu’il ne pense en acte.» u 

Le raisonnement de TAquinate est le suivant: si Ton pose avec Averroes que 
Tintellect nest pas la forme du corps mais qu il se joint a rhomme par le biais 
des images lors de Iteration intellective (e’est-a-dire: si l’on soutient que 
rhomme nest joint a l’intellect que lorsqu’il imagine), force est d’admettre 
que l’etre qui nest pas sorti du sein maternel n’appartient pas a l’espece 
humaine (etant donne quil n a pas encore damages en acte et qu il n est pas, 
ainsi, effectivement rationnel), voire que l’individu adulte, chaque fois quil 
cesse d’imaginer, cesse lui-meme d’etre humain: l’humanite de fhomme, sus- 
pendue a l’exercice d’un intellect ontologiquement separe de lui, serait a la fois 
tardive et intermittente 12 . Neanmoins, reconnait Thomas, «il y a une reponse 
aux arguments que nous venons de developper» 13 : celle qui, precisement, 
consiste a poser que ce nest pas l’intellect mais la faculte cogitative qui confere 


10) Thomas d’Aquin, L’Unite de intellect contre les averroistes, suivi des Textes contre Averroes 
anterieurs a 1270. Texte latin, traduction, introduction, bibliographic, chronologie, notes et 
index par A. de Libera (Paris 1994), 77. 

n) Thomas d’Aquin, Somme contre les Gentils, II, 60, 245. Cette idee de l’homme constitue par 
le seul corps anime de l’ame sensitive correspond dans le De unitate intellects a l’une des theses 
averroistes possibles, selon Thomas, sur la nature de l’individu humain: l’individu Socrate, selon 
cette these, «nest qu’un corps anime par une ame vegetative et sensitive, comme cela semble 
inevitable a ceux qui soutiennent que cet homme-ci n’est pas specifiquement constitue par l’in- 
tellect, mais par l’ame sensitive ennoblie par un certain rayonnement ou couplage de l’intellect 
possible » (Thomas d’Aquin, L’Unite de I’intellect, 143). 

12) Thomas reprend cette critique dans le De unitate intellects. Ainsi note-t-il que si l’intellect est 
ontologiquement separe (comme le pretend Averroes), a supposer qu’une jonction puisse s’etablir 
par le biais des images (ce qu’en verite il conteste), «la mise en contact de l’intellect avec l’homme 
n’aurait pas lieu des le premier moment de la generation » (Thomas d’Aquin, L’Unite de I’intellect, 
137), ce qui, assure-t-il, serait contraire a ce que defendent Theophraste et Aristote (en Phys. II, 
4, 194b9-13). Sa lecture de telles autorites demande une etude qu’on ne peut mener ici. 

13) Thomas d’Aquin, Somme contre les Gentils, II, 60, 245. 
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a rindividu son espece humaine et que, par consequent, ni le caractere tardif 
de la jonction intellective ni ses fluctuations ne sont problematiques. L’huma- 
nite serait a la fois pre- et /«/ra-intellectuelle: 1’homme cfAver roes, certes capa¬ 
ble d’une union a Tintellect extrinseque, serait fondamentalement le corps 
cogitant . 

La these est absolument fausse aux yeux de Thomas. Ce nest pour lui quune 
tentative absurde, vaine, de compenser cette premiere idee insane quest la 
separation dans l’etre de l’intellect possible. Quoi qu’il en soit, telle est la pre¬ 
miere lecture (partiale, polemique) qui tranche l’apparente indecision quon 
relevait dans le Grand Commentaire : l’homme doit son espece a Tame cogita¬ 
tive ; et cette idee, plus ou moins associee au nom d’Aver roes, circule au XIII e 
siecle, comme paraissent l’attester plusieurs textes qui la denoncent 14 ; cest 
elle, encore, que E. Tempier condamne en 1277: Quod homo est homo praeter 
animam rationalem 15 . 

Quant a l’autre interpretation d’Averroes cruciale pour Jean, issue d’une 
lecture alternative favorable a l’idee d’une separation substantielle de l’intel- 
lect, elle est constitute par la these du De anima intellectiva de Siger de Bra¬ 
bant. Ce dernier soutient ce qui suit: 

(1) premierement, que l’intellect est separe «selon l’etre» (in essendo ) du 
corps humain, mais quil lui est applique «par nature» (per naturam suam) et 
s’unit a lui dans l’acte intellectif (in operando) a titre d’« operant intrinseque » 
(operans intrinsecum ) 16 . 

14) C’est cette histoire qui est a faire, sous Tangle precis de la cogitative «averro'iste». Pour des 
references pertinentes a Pierre-Jean Olivi, Roger Bacon, Guillaume de Baglione, Pseudo-Gilles 
de Rome, voir Sylvain Piron, ‘Olivi et les averro'istes’, Freiburger Zeitschrift fur Philosophic und 
Theologie 53 (2006), 251-309. Notons qu’au debut du XIV C siecle certains partisans de ce que 
Z. Kuksewicz appelle Taverroisme « radical» semblent avoir adopts, au moins en partie, la these 
de Thomme comme corps cogitant. Ce serait notamment le cas d’Antoine de Parme, au sujet 
duquel, texte i Tappui, Z. Kuksewicz ecrit: « Thomme ne s’unit pas a Tintellect des sa naissance, 
mais seulement i partir du moment oil ses facult£s sensitives sont suffisamment parfaites, deve- 
loppes et exercees pour saisir les intentions qui servent de materiaux a Tintellect des intellects 
agent et possible » (Zdzislaw Kuksewicz, De Siger de Brabant ei Jacques de Plaisance. La thtorie de 
Vintellect chez les averro 'istes latins des XIIP et XIV e sikles (Wroclaw & Varsovie & Cracovie, 
1968), 155). C’est aussi ce que defend Emanuele Coccia (qui etend le propos a tout Taverroisme) 
dans son livre La trasparenza delle immagini. Averroe e I’averroismo (Milan, 2005) (voir notam¬ 
ment le chapitre intitule “Puer. L’intelletto e separato”, 57-82). 

15) C’est le proposition 11: «que Thomme est homme en dehors de Time rationnelle»; voir 
David Pich£, La condamnation parisienne de 1277 , texte latin, traduction, introduction et com¬ 
mentaire (Paris, 1999), 82-83; et Roland Hissette, Enquete sur les 219 articles condamnis a Paris 
le 7 mars 1277 (Louvain & Paris, 1977), 184-186. 

16) En effet,«intellectus depend[et] a corpore in intelligendo. Sunt igitur unum anima intellectiva 
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(2) deuxiemement, que Thomme nest pas simplement le corps anime, mais 
le compose de cet operans intrinsecum et du corps; ce qui explique que cet 
homme pense, puisque Tintellect compris de cette fa^on constitue Tune des 
parties de l’homme et que, en vertu d’un principe metonymique, l’acte de la 
partie peut s’attribuer au tout 17 . Siger recuse done Interpretation de Thomas 
qui reduit Thomme d’Averroes au corps cogitant pour fustiger son impuis- 
sance a verifier cette proposition pourtant indeniable: hie homo intelligit. C’est 
bien Tintellect qui fait Thomme (la cogitative nest pas ici mentionnee 18 ), 
meme si cet intellect n est pas substantiellement uni a quelque matiere que ce 
soit 19 . Sur la question de la forma hominis , les deux principales lectures du 
Grand Commentaire sont done les suivantes: d’un cote, l’idee (le plus souvent 
denoncee) que e’est la cogitative qui fait l’homme; de l’autre, dans une doc¬ 
trine optant pour la separation ontologique de 1’intellect, l’idee que e’est 
intellect, nonobstant, qui definit l’homme, un intellect forme du corps a titre 
d’« operateur intrinseque » et, en tant que tel, « partie » du compose humain. 


et corpus in opere, quia in unum opus conveniunt» (De anima intellectiva , in: Siger de Brabant, 
Quaestiones in tertium de anima , 85, 67-69); si bien, conclut le maitre braban^on, qu’on peut 
affirmer que «intellectus in intelligendo est operans intrinsecum ad corpus per suam naturam » 

(ibid, 80-81). 

17) Reponse evidente a Thomas d’Aquin. Notons aussi que Thomas, dans son De unitate intellec¬ 
tus , attaque cette theorie de Thomme-compose (§ 68), ce qui pose une question delicate de 
chronologie dans laquelle nous n’entrons pas. 

18) Reprenant ce qu’il ecrivait dans ses Quaestiones in tertium de anima , Siger parle cependant 
d’une «ame composee» reunissant Tintellect d’un cote, les principes vegetatif et sensitif de 
l’autre. Voir Siger de Brabant, Quaestiones in tertium de anima , 3, 58-64: « Dicendum enim quod 
intellectivum non radicatur in eadem anima simplici cum vegetativo et sensitivo, sicut vegetati- 
vum et sensitivum radicantur in eadem simplici, sed radicatur cum ipsis in eadem anima com- 
posita. Unde cum intellectus simplex sit, cum advenit, turn in suo adventu unitur vegetativo et 
sensitivo, et sic ipsa unita non faciunt unam simplicem, sed compositam »; et De anima intellec- 
tiva , chap. 8, in: Siger de Brabant, Quaestiones in tertium de anima , 110, 30-36: «Sentit ergo 
Philosophus intellectivum seu potentiam intelligendi non pertinere ad eamdem formam ad 
quam pertinet potentia vegetandi et sentiendi. Si autem dicatur potentiae, hoc non est simplicis 
formae, sed quodammodo compositae ex intellectu de foris adveniente et una substantia vegeta- 
tivi et sensitivi educta de potentia materiae; unde Philosophus tertio de anima intellectivum 
vocat partem animae.» 

19) Siger de Brabant, De anima intellectiva , in: Siger de Brabant, Quaestiones in tertium de anima , 
de anima intellectiva, de aetemitate mundi , ed. B. Bazan (Louvain & Paris, 1972), 87, 17-20: 
« Dicendum quod homo est homo per intellectum», dit-il sans ambigui'te, «nec tamen propter 
hoc oportet alteram partem huius compositi uniri alteri parti ut figura cerae unitur, sed sufficit 
quod praedicto modo uniatur [i.e. comme operans intrinsecum] ut totum compositum ab eo 
denominetur.» 
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3. La double forme propre selon Jean de Jandun 

Ce rapide prealable permet de mieux apprecier ce que flit la solution de Jean 
de Jandun. Quelle est selon lui la forme de l’homme ? S’agit-il de Pintellect (on 
pourrait s’attendre, en ce cas, a une reprise stricte de la position de Siger) ou 
de la cogitative (ce qui serait une these audacieuse, sinon provocatrice, assu- 
mee a la barbe de Thomas d’Aquin) ? La reponse est: ni Tun ni Pautre, ou 
plutot: Tun etY autre. Car la these de Jean, promise a une certaine renommee, 
consiste a dire qu’il ny a pas une seule forme propre de Phomme, mais deux: 
Pintellect et la cogitative, si bien que les differents textes du Grand Commen- 
taire n ont rien d’antinomique, de contradictoire, ou d’hesitant, mais defen- 
dent au contraire, pour qui sait les articuler, une doctrine coherente. 

Voyons comment il le justifie. Premier point de son analyse: Pintellect est 
bien la forme de Petre humain, ce par quoi Phomme est homme. Cette seule 
phrase est tout a fait nette: « et j’ajoute que cest par Pintellect que Phomme est 
homme, a savoir par la nature intellectuelle ou rationnelle... » 20 Contraire- 
ment a ce que deduit Pexegese specieuse de Thomas d’Aquin, par consequent, 
Pintellect, bien qu’ontologiquement separe du corps, nest pas absolument 
separe de lui. Pour Jean, il ne fait aucun doute que la definition generate 
qu Aristote dans son De anima finit par donner de Pame, selon laquelle Pame 
est Pacte premier d’un corps organise 21 , s’applique aussi a Pintellect, de sorte 
que ce dernier est bien une dme. En tant que tel, Pintellect est aliquid corporis , 
ou encore: forma. La definition generate nest done pas equivoque au point 
d’exclure qu on puisse parler de Pintellect comme d’une ame intellective forme 
du corps. 

Cest evident, du reste, pour Jean de Jandun; cest la lettre meme du Grand 
Commentaire d’Aver roes. Il suffit de lire, dit-il, le commentaire 18 du livre 
III 22 , dans lequel Averroes explique que si nous agissons par Pintellect, comme 
cest le cas, cet intellect, necessairement, est notre forme, puisquune chose 
n agit que par sa forme 23 . Ainsi le probleme n’est-il pas de savoir si Pintellect 


20) Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 5, col. 245: «et dico ulterius quod per 
intellectum homo est homo, scilicet natura intellectualis seu rationalis...»; cf. Jean de Jandun, 
Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 5, col. 241: «item patet per eius verba in 10 Ethico. ubi 
pluries vult, quod homo vel intellectus est, vel maxime intellectus [ed. intelligit], quod nullo 
modo verum est si intellectus non esset actus et forma hominis.» 

21) Aristote, De l’dme> II, 1, 4l2b4-6. 

22) Commentaire capital, en effet, dont Thomas s’est lui-meme largement inspire. 

23) Voir Averroes, Llntelligence et la Pensee, 108: « Comme il est constant que nous agissons (cum 
invenimus nos agere) par ces deux facultes (virtutes) de l’intellect quand nous le voulons, et puis- 
que rien n agit sinon par sa forme, il est apparu necessaire de nous attribuer ces deux facultes de 
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est la forme du corps, mais d’etablir en quel sens il Test. Car « forma corporis », 
ecrit le maitre parisien, s’entend doublement dans la philosophic d’Aristote. 
En premier lieu, est «forme» la perfection qui donne l’etre au corps et lui 
confere son actualite. C’est une ame inherente, inscrite dans le corps qui, 
corollairement, la constitue - et c’est, dit Jean, le sens le plus courant qu on 
attribue a « forme». Mais en un second sens, ajoute-t-il, on appelle « forme» 
du corps «l’operateur intrinseque approprie a ce corps » 24 . Expression com- 
plexe, dont le detail est ainsi formule: 


En un autre sens « forme du corps » designe l’operateur intrinseque approprie au corps; et 
je dis que l’operateur intrinseque approprie au corps est cet operateur qui n est pas distinct 
du corps par le lieu et par le sujet, et dont l’acte propre depend proprement et precisement 
de ce corps, ou de quelque chose existant dans ce corps, de sorte que l’operateur intrinseque 
et ce corps, bien qu’ils ne soient pas un dans l’etre, de telle fa$on que l’etre de Tun serait 
l’etre de 1’autre, sont neanmoins un dans une operation propre qui depend immediatement 
de l’un et 1’autre 25 . 


l’intellect» (cf. Averroes, Commentarium magnum de anima libros. III, 18, 439-440: «Et cum 
invenimus nos agere per has duas virtutes intellectus cum voluerimus, et nichil agit nisi per suam 
formam, ideo fuit necesse attribuere nobis has duas virtutes intellectus.») Cf. Averroes, Llntelli- 
gence et la Pensee , III, 36, 167: « Et c’est grace a ce mode que nous pouvons engendrer des intel- 
ligibles a volonte. Car, puisque ce par quoi quelque chose effectue son action propre est la forme, 
et que nous effectuons par l’intellect agent notre ( nostram ) action propre, il faut necessairement 
que l’intellect agent soit pour nous forme» (cf. Averroes, Commentarium magnum de anima 
libros , III, 36, 499-300, 385-390: «Et per hunc modum poterimus generare intellecta cum 
voluerimus. Quoniam, quia illud per quod agit aliquid suam propriam actionem est forma, nos 
autem agimus per intellectum agentem nostram actionem propriam, necesse est ut intellectus 
agens sit forma in nobis.») 

24) Cette distinction fondamentale est recurrente dans l’oeuvre de Jean de Jandun. Cf. par exem- 
ple Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , II, 1, col. 69-70: «dico quod duplex est 
forma, quia quaedam est forma dans esse et dans operari, cuiusmodi est anima vegetatiua et 
sensitiua [...] sed alia est forma dans solum operari, sicut est anima intellectiua, ut dicit Com¬ 
mentator 3 huius». Sur tout cela, cf. Brenet, Transferts du sujet , 52-84. 

25) Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 5, col. 239-240:«alio modo sumitur 
forma corporis pro operante intrinseco appropriate corpori; dico autem quod operans intrinse- 
cum appropriatum corpori est illud operans quod non est distinctum a corpore loco et subiecto, 
cuius actus proprius proprie et praecise dependet ab illo corpore, vel ab aliquo existente in illo 
corpore, ita quod operans intrinsecum et illud corpus, licet non sint unum in esse, ita quod esse 
unius sit esse alterius, sunt tamen unum in uno opere proprio, quod ab utroque dependet imme¬ 
diate ». Cf. ibid., col. 246: «[...] operans intrinsecum, quod in operando unite se habet ad cor¬ 
pus secundum naturam», ce qui renvoie directement au De anima intellectiva : «cum intellectus 
intelligendo sit operans sine motu, est operans in operando unite se habens ad corpus per suam 
naturam» (chap. 3, in: Siger de Brabant, Quaestiones in tertium de anima, 87, 15-16). 
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Cest de cette fa$on, precisement, que l’intellect humain est notre perfection 
et quil est la forme de nos corps: Tame intellective n est pas la forme substan- 
tielle du corps humain (si Ton entend par la quelle le fait etre), elle lui est 
appropriee comme operateur intrinseque. Elle n’en est pas distincte «par le 
lieu et le sujet»; son acte, la pensee, depend d’un element qui se trouve en lui, 
l’image, et les deux s’unissent dans une realisation commune qui permet aux 
individus d’intelliger en propre. 

II faut passer ici sur les particularites de cette caracterisation, et notamment 
sur Tanalogie cosmologique qui la sous-tend. L’essentiel consiste en ce que 
Jean tient a reinscrire Tintellect dans la definition generate de Tame donnee par 
Aristote. II est vrai que ce dernier, comme avec reticence, introduit sa defini¬ 
tion generale d’un «si» 26 ; mais pour Jean ce nest pas un moyen d’excepter 
l’intellect de cette formule, une maniere de suggerer qu’on ne devrait pas l’y 
inclure; cela tient au fait qu’Aristote n’a pas encore precise comment chaque 
ame la verifie. ^expression sub conditione de cette definition n est done pas une 
fa^on d’indiquer quil faut en limiter laportee, mais le signe quil est necessaire 
d’en distinguer les modalites. L’intellect, pour Jean, est sans conteste la forme 
du corps; une forme qui, certes, ne donne pas l’etre au corps, mais qui s’unit 
a lui comme le pilote au navire, a titre d’operateur intrinseque, et constitue, 
ipso facto , une partie d’un compose. Cest ainsi, comme chez Siger de Brabant, 
quelle est la forme de Thomme. 

Cependant Jean n ignore pas quune telle position prete le flanc a toutes les 
critiques; a commencer par celle-ci, massive, et recurrente: que l’intellect soit 
la forme de Thomme sans faire etre son corps implique necessairement l’exis- 
tence et Tintervention d’une autre forme chargee, elle, de conferer au corps 
son esse. Or, d’une part, quelle pourrait etre cette autre forme ? D’autre part, 
n y a-t-il pas qu une seule et unique forme du compose, a savoir Tame intellec¬ 
tive ? 27 Devant cette evocation du pluralisme des formes, que Tobjecteur vou- 
drait dirimante, la reaction de Jean est sans hesitation: 


Lorsqu’on dit qu il faut quexiste une autre forme, je reponds que cela est vrai selon l’opi- 
nion d’Aristote et du Commentateur; il s’agit en effet de Tame cogitative qui est la plus 
noble des formes mat^rielles, et par elle 1’homme est engendrable et corruptible, comme le 


26) Voir Aristote, De I’dme , 4l2b4 sqq.: «et si Ton a besoin d’une definition qui s’applique en 
commun a tout ame...» 

27) Voir Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 5, col. 241: «Si anima intellectiua 
non esset forma substantialis dans esse corpori humano, oporteret aliam esse formam substanti- 
alem dantem esse substantialem corpori, et quae est ilia forma, mirum videtur, et impossibile est 
esse aliam formam, nisi animam intellectiuam.» 
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dit le Commentateur dans le commentaire 33 de ce livre 3; et il n y a rien de genant a ce 
que l’homme ait une double forme propre, l’une donnant a son corps l’etre substantiel, 
[l’autre] etant l’operateur intrinseque grace auquel il est dit pensant de la maniere susdite; 
et cela surtout parce que l’homme est le plus parfait et le plus noble des etres qui sont 
ici-bas. 28 

Il est evident, autrement dit, quil faut outre l’intellect une autre forme qui 
puisse conferer l’etre au corps; une forme individuelle, inherente a la matiere, 
en vertu de laquelle il revient a Thomme d’etre engendrable et corruptible. 
Pour diverses raisons, qu’on lit d’abord dans le Deanima d’Aristote, Tintellect 
ne peut assumer cette fonction (il ne peut avoir d’organe, etre melange, etc.); 
cela revient a une ame sensitive, et plus exactement a la plus noble d’entre 
elles: la cogitative, laquelle, pour Jean, constitue dans l’echelle des formes la 
derniere des formes materielles et se trouve, par son travail d’abstraction, au 
service immediat de l’intellect. Ainsi y a-t-il deux formes, ou plutot: deux 
formes propres de Thomme, c’est-a-dire deux formes constitutives et caracteris- 
tiques de son humanite. 

La precision est importante. Jean est en effet partisan de ce quil appelle lui- 
meme, s’inserant dans une histoire deja longue, «la pluralite» et «la gradation 
des formes » 29 . Il est convaincu, par exemple, que la forme par laquelle Socrate 
est animal (la forme du genre), est reellement autre que la forme par laquelle 
il est homme (la forme de l’espece); son idee etant que la forme du genre est 
potentielle et imparfaite par rapport a la forme de l’espece, quelle lui est ante- 
rieure, et quelle prepare necessairement 1’information de la matiere premiere 
par cette forme specifique 30 . L’individu enveloppe done plusieurs formes 


28) Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 5, col. 245: «cum dicitur quod oportet 
aliam esse formam, dico quod hoc est verum secundum opinionem Aristotelis et Commentato- 
ris; nam ilia est anima cogitatiua quae est nobilissima formarum materialium, et per earn homo 
est generabilis et corruptibilis, ut dicit Commentator in isto 3 comm. 33, nec est aliquod inco- 
nueniens quod ipsius hominis sit duplex forma propria, quarum una det eius corpori esse subs¬ 
tantiate, et [alia] est intrinsecum operans, a qua denominatur intelligens modo supradicto, 
praecipue, quia homo est ens nobilius et perfectius omnium quae sunt hie.» 

29) Nous ne donnons dans ce qui suit que quelques indications sur la position de Jean. Un exa- 
men exhaustif demande un travail a part. Sur cette question, cependant, voir Zdzislaw Kuk- 
sewicz, “De principio individuationis de Jean de Jandun. Edition du texte d’apres le ms. Upsal. 
Bibl. Univ. C615”, Mediaevalia Philosophica Polonorum 11 (1963), 93-106. 

30) Voir Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , II, 8, col. 40: «nam quamuis forma 
generis sit realiter diuersa a forma speciei, tamen ipsa est potentials respectu formae speciei 
intantum quod mediante ea materia prima recipit formas specificas, ut dicit Commentator, et 
cum hoc ipsa forma generis nunquam separata est secundum subsistentiam a formis specierum.» 
Ou encore Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , II, 8, col. 43: « Dico, quod unius rei 
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communes ordonnees les unes aux autres, et toutes subordonnees a une seule 
forme substantielle individuelle ultime dans l’ordre de la generation, qui n est 
re^ue dans la matiere, son veritable sujet, que par la mediation des autres 31 . 

Mais il faut distinguer ce premier niveau, oil se rencontre une pluralite 
reelle de formes aboutissant a une seule forme substantielle propre de la 
matiere 32 , d’un deuxieme niveau, separe cette fois ontologiquement de la 
matiere, oil Ton trouve une seconde forme propre a laquelle sont egalement et 
principalement ordonnees toutes les autres. Ce qui signifie qu il faut harmoni- 
ser les autorites d’Averroes qu’on pouvait juger contradictoires, ou incoheren- 
tes: Thomme differe bien des autres especes par l’intellect, mais il en differe 
aussi par la cogitative, toute l’affaire, pour eviter l’inconsequence, etant de 
saisir que ce n est pas sous le meme rapport. C’est ce que Jean, dans sa demar¬ 
che concordataire, souligne: 

A la premiere objection, on peut repondre que Thomme se distingue des autres [especes] 
par Tintellect proprement dit, comme par une operateur intrinseque qui, en operant, se 
rapporte au corps par nature de maniere a ne faire qu’un; et par Tame cogitative il se distin¬ 
gue des autres [especes] comme par une forme qui le constitue dans Tetre substantiel speci- 
fique, et ainsi Tune et Tautre sont, d’une maniere differente, sa forme. 33 

Il n’y a qu’une seule forme substantielle propre sur un mode donne (celui 
de Tinherence, par exemple), mais rien n’empeche quexiste une autre forme 


unicum est esse perfectissimum et omnino actuale et finale, unius tamen rei bene possunt esse 
plura esse, quorum unum est esse diminutum et imperfectum et ordinatum ad aliud et alterum 
est perfectum et complementum, ad quod alia ordinantur, et sic erit in proposito; nam esse 
specificum est esse perfectum et simpliciter actuale et finale, esse vero generale est imperfectum 
et potentiale, et ordinatur ad esse specificum, sicut potentia ad actum; quare, etc.» 

31) Voir Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , II, 8, col. 44: « Simpliciter et absolute 
nullum est inconueniens unum subiectum simul habere diuersas formas ordinatas, sic quod 
unam recipiat mediante alia, vel mediantibus aliis, vel quod quaedam sint dispositiones ad 
aliam.» 

32) Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , II, 8, col. 42: « Sic Sor est animal per unam 
formam substantialem, et est homo per aliam, et per aliam corpus; et tamen est unum ens 
numero per unam formam indiuidualem ultimam et perficientem.» 

33) Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 5, col. 246:«Ad primam potest dici 
quod homo distinguitur ab aliis per intellectum proprie dictum, tanquam per operans intrinse- 
cum, quod in operando unite se habet ad corpus secundum naturam; et per animam cogita- 
tiuam distinguitur ab aliis sicut per formam constituentem ipsum in esse substantiali specifico, 
et sic utraque est eius forma diuersimode.» 



J.-B. Brenet I Vivarium 46 (2008) 318-341 


[ 107 ] 329 


propre sur un autre mode 34 . Jean le redira plus bas 35 , en insistant sur le fait que 
la cogitative et rintellective sont bien deux ames (et non pas deux puissances 
d’une meme ame), ou encore que ce sont bien deux formes substantielles (ce 
dernier terme etant equivoque) 36 . 


4. Deux sources de Jean: Thomas Wylton et Averroes 

Pour etayer sa these, qui retrouve l’idee ancienne de l’homme a la jointure de 
deux mondes, et qui ainsi combine en lui le materiel et Timmateriel, Jean se 
refere clairement a Thomas Wylton. Copiant la Quaestio de anima intellectiva 
du theologien anglais, qui sejourne et enseigne a Paris a peu pres a la meme 
periode 37 , il fait valoir une exigence cosmique: non seulement il nest pas 
genant d’imaginer dans un meme etre, ou plutot dans cet etreparticulier quest 
Thomme, deux formes substantielles selon deux modes distincts, sur deux 


34) Voir Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 12, col. 291: «Ad primam cum 
dicitur unius rei unum est esse substantiate proprium et indiuiduatum coniunctum materiae, et 
in materia receptum, et ideo bene volunt quod ipsius hominis non est nisi una forma indiuidua- 
lis propria inhaerens suae materiae, sed hoc non obstantepossunt ipsius esse diuersae formae substan- 
tiales, quarum una det esse per sui inhaerentiam ad corpus, et alia non inhaeret, sed per subsistit, ita 
tamen quod per suam naturam habet inclinationem ad corpus humanum tanquam ad suum 
perfectibile, a quo dependet eius operatio modo prius dicto.» 

35) Voir Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 12, col. 290: «Sed est notandum 
quod [...] anima intellectiua alio modo est forma hominis, et alio modo anima sensitiua, nam 
anima intellectiua est forma, id est principium operationis appropriatum corpori, ut declaratum 
est prius, sed anima sensitiua est forma inhaerens ipsi corpori humano, et extensa secundum eius 
extensionem per accidens [...].» 

36) Voir Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 12, col. 289: «Tunc diceretur ad 
quaestionem secundum intentionem Aristotelis et Commentatoris quod anima sensitiua et 
intellectiua in homine sunt diuersae substantiae »; et Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de 
anima , III, 12, col. 290: «illae animae sunt diuersae substantiae, quarum una est forma materia¬ 
ls inhaerens corpori humano, et alia non.» Dans la question 12, la demonstration se fait en trois 
temps; voir Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 12, col. 288-289: «Ad euiden- 
tiam quaestionis praemitto aliqua. Primum est, quod in materia corporis humani necesse est esse 
aliquam formam indiuidualem propriam homini, et inhaerentem ipsi materiae. [...] Secundo 
suppono quod anima intellectiua, qua comprehendimus quiditatem comprehensione uniuersali, 
non est forma inhaerens materiae corporis humani. [...] Tertio accipio, quod si in homine est 
aliqua forma substantial^ indiuidualis et propria homini, praeter intellectum, oportet quod ilia 
sit anima sensitiua.» 

37) Pour des indications sur la vie et l’ceuvre de Thomas Wyton, voir Lauge O.Nielsen, Timothy 
B. Noone, Cecilia Trifogli, “Thomas Wyltons Question on the Formal Distinction as Applied to 
the Divine”, Documenti e Studi sulla Tradizione Filosofica Medievale 14 (2003), 327-388. 
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plans, mais la coincidence de ces deux aspects est meme requise par la cohe¬ 
rence de l’univers: un monde sans hiatus demande que s’ajointent rimmate- 
riel et le materiel; et cest en Thomme que cela se fait. 

Jean ecrit: 

Ainsi on voit bien comment l’homme a deux perfections substantielles differentes, a savoir 
fame intellective et Tame cogitative, ce qui semble tout a fait rationnel en raison de la 
connexion desparties du monde en un seul etre 38 

L’idee se retrouve plusieurs fois. La nature «composee» de Thomme est 
conforme a l’ordre et a la coherence de Tunivers, qui exige Texistence (fun 
noeud aux confins des deux mondes materiels et immateriels: 

C’est pourquoi Averroes, le Commentateur, dirait que l’homme est compost d’une nature 
individuee et d’une nature non-individuee par 1’individuation de la matiere corporelle, et 
que cela se produit n^cessairement dans l’homme en raison de l’ordre du monde qui requiert 
que le materiel et l’immat^riel s’unissent en un etre, & savoir en l’homme.. 39 

Ou encore, dans un texte oil il distingue la cause finale de cette copulatio , et la 
cause efficiente, il ecrit, toujours grace a Thomas Wylton 40 : 


38) Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 12, col. 290: «sic patet quomodo homo 
habet duas diuersas perfectiones substantiates, scilicet animam intellectiuam et animam cogita- 
tiuam, et hoc videtur multum rationabile propter connexionem partium uniuersi in aliquo uno 
ente» ; je souligne. Voici le texte entier: « Sic patet quomodo homo habet duas diuersas perfectio¬ 
nes substantiates, scilicet animam intellectiuam, et animam cogitatiuam, et hoc uidetur multum 
rationabile propter connexionem partium uniuersi in aliquo uno ente [...]. Cum enim sunt 
aliquae substantiae in uniuerso, quae sunt perpetuae secundum omnes suas perfectiones substan¬ 
tiates, scilicet substantiae immateriales, et quaedam substantiae sint generabiles et corruptibiles, 
quantum ad suas perfectiones substantiates proprias, sicut omnes substantiae inferiores homini 
in ordine perfectionis, ut elementa et mineralia, et plantae, et animalia, rationabile est quod ali- 
qua sit substantia, cuius una perfectio substantilis sit perpetua, et non numerabilis sub una spe¬ 
cie, sicut est in superioribus, et alia generabilis et corruptibilis, et numerabilis sub una specie, sic 
enim erunt unita superiora et inferiora in aliqua una natura, quod uidetur multum conueniens 
ordini uniuersi.» (Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 12, col. 290). 

39) Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 7, col. 267: « diceret itaque Commenta¬ 
tor Averroes quod homo est compositus ex natura indiuiduata et natura non indiuiduata indiui- 
duatione materiae corporalis, et quod hoc necessario accidit in hominepropter ordinem uniuersi qui 
requirit quod in aliquo materialia et immaterialia uniantur, scilicet in homine...»; je souligne. 

40) Voir Thomas Wylton, Quaestio de anima intellectiva , ed. W. Seriko, in “Tomasza Wiltona 
‘Quaestio disputata de anima intellectiva”, Studia Mediewistyczne 5 (1964), 75-116, 101-102, 
38-5: «Ad ultimum, cum quaeritur de causa copulationis intellectus materialis nobis, diceret, 
quod causa finalis est commixtio et ordo partium universi, quae exigunt, quod sit aliquod 
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Lorsqu’on s’interroge sur la cause de cette jonction, le Commentateur dirait que la cause 
finale est la liaison necessaire des parties du monde, qui exige qu’il y ait un intermediate 
entre le corporel et l’incorporel de la maniere susdite. Quant a la cause efficiente de cette 
conjonction, je crois quil ny a de cause active que par accident. C’est la meme chose, en 
effet, qu’avec le feu: en lui-meme il brulerait toujours, mais que parfois il ne brule pas tel 
combustible, puis quil le brule, de cela il n’y a de cause efficiente que par accident, c’est-a- 
dire que grace a quelqu’un qui approche ce combustible du feu; et il en va de meme id. 41 


Mais Jean, sans surprise, fonde egalement sa these sur sa lecture d’Averroes, en 
convoquant d’autres textes que ceux du Grand Commentaire du De anima 
sur lesquels, on l’a vu, une grande partie du probleme repose. Ses references 
principals sont toujours les memes. Pour defendre, par exemple, la plura¬ 
lity des formes substantielles, on trouve systematiquement, couplee a une 


medium inter corporalia corruptibilia, et incorruptibilia perpetua in sui compositione compre- 
hendens utramque naturam istorum extremorum. De causa effectiva huiusmodi copulationis 
credo, quod diceret, quod eius non est causa effectiva nisi per accidens. Sicut enim ignis, quan¬ 
tum est ex parte sua, semper arderet, quod autem non ardet modo hoc combustibile, nihil aliud 
et postea ardet, huiusmodi non causa effectiva nisi per accidens, scilicet qui combustibile apponit 
igni; sic naturaliter intellectus materialis perficit corpus humanum, ita quod ex parte sua nihil 
deficit...» Voir aussi cette autre sequence; chez Jean: « Diceret Auerroes quod hoc multo ratio- 
nabilius est et convenientius quam sit modus quern ponunt alii. Nam ordo et conexio partium 
universi hoc exigit. Cum entia superiora sint immaterialia aeterna et non multiplicabilia in eadem 
specie, et inferiora sunt materialia et corruptibilia et plura in eadem specie. Rationabile ergo est 
quod sit aliqua species universi composita comprehendens in se intrinsece utranque naturam, in 
quo coniungantur superiora inferioribus, sicut etiam medium constituitur ex extremis, et ilia 
species media est numerabilis secundum differentias corporales innumerabilis autem secundum 
formam immaterialem » (Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 7, col. 268-269; 
je souligne). Chez Thomas Wylton: « Diceret Averroes, quod multum est rationabilius, quam sit 
modus, quern ponunt catholici; nam ex quo entia nolunt male disponi, ex fine 12 Metaphysicae, 
ordo et connexio partium universi hoc exigit, cum superiora entia sunt immaterialia, aeterna et 
non numeralia in eadem specie, inferiora autem sint materialia, corruptibilia et plura in eadem 
specie, quod est dare aliam speciem compositam comprehendetem in se intrinsece utramque 
naturam, in qua copulantur et committuntur superiora inferioribus, sicut medium componitur 
ex extremis, et ilia species media erit numerabilis secundum differentias corporales, innumerabi¬ 
lis autem et non multiplicabilis secundum formam » (Thomas Wylton, Quaestio de anima intel- 
lectiva , 101, 1 etsuiv.). 

41) Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 7, col. 269: « Cum quaeritur, scilicet de 
causa illius copulationis, diceret Commentator quod causa finalis est coniunctio debita partium 
uniuersi, quae exigit ut sit aliquod medium inter corporalia et incorporalia modo supradicto. Sed de 
causa effectiua huius coniunctionis, credo quod non est aliqua causa actiua nisi per accidens, 
sicut enim ignis, quantum est ex parte sua semper arderet, quod autem non ardet modo hoc 
combustibile, et postea ardeat, huius non est causa effectiua nisi per accidens, scilicet respectu 
huius, qui combustibile apponit igni, sed sic est hie...»; nous soulignous. 
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reference aux quantites indeterminees du premier chapitre du De substantia 
orbis , une citation du Grand Commentaire du traite Du del , III, 8, 306b 11-20, 
com. 67 42 ; pour expliquer que la matiere premiere re^oit d’abord la forme du 
genre, puis, par son biais, la forme de l’espece et celle de Tindividu (qui ne 
differe pas reellement de la forme specifique), il cite, avec le precedent com¬ 
mentaire du De caelo , le Grand Commentaire de la Metaphysique , I, com. 17 43 ; 


42) Void deux passages de Jean. Dans le premier, en Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de 
anima> I, 8, col. 44, Jean explique que Ton comprend mal le rapport immediat entre la forme 
substantielle et la matiere « si vis per illam immediationem intelligere priuationem omnis medii 
dispositiui, hoc est contra Aristotelem et Commentatorem, et contra veritatem et naturam rei, 
ut puto, praecipue secundum illam doctrinam, quae ponit dimensiones secundum suas essentias 
manere easdem numero sub forma generati, quae fuerunt sub forma corrupti, et eis mediantibus 
formas substantiates uniri materiae primae, ut docet Commentator in suo Tractato de Substantia 
orbis.» Cf. Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , I, 8, col. 44: « hoc repugnat ei quod 
ipse determinauit in 3 Caeli et mundi, quod formae substantial elementorum remanent in 
mixto remissae et refractae.» Pour le Grand Commentaire d’Averroes au traite Du del , voir Aver¬ 
roes, In De coelo , in: Aristotelis opera cum Averrois commentariis (Venise, 1362-1374) ; reimpr. 
(Frankfurt am M., 1962), vol. 5, f. 226vM: «in hoc tamen differunt [la matiere premiere et les 
elements], quoniam haec quidem sunt materia corporum sensibilium, idest compositorum, haec 
autem est materia corporum simplicium primo, secundo vero corporum compositorum median¬ 
tibus istis elementis.»; cf. Averroes, Averrois Cordubensis commentum magnum super libro De celo 
et mundo Aristotelis , ex recognitione Francis James Carmody t> in lucem edidit Rudiger Arnzen, 
Editioni praefatus est Gerhard Endress (Leuven, 2003), 633, 79-82. Voir aussi Averroes, In De 
coelo , f. 227rBC: «Et quaerendum est qua de causa non remanent formae eorum elementorum 
in actu, deferentes alias formas, quas recipiunt, cum iam posuistis quod non sunt materiae pro- 
priae quibusdam formis nisi per suas formas. Dicamus igitur quod, si esset, necesse esset ut 
nullum ens generaretur ex eis diuersum ab eius in forma substantial^ sed tantum in accidentibus, 
et ideo necesse est, cum ex eis generatur una forma, ut corrumpantur formae eorum secundum 
medietatem, quoniam, si corrumperentur secundum totum, tunc prima materia reciperet primo 
et essentialiter omnes formas, et non reciperet formas compositorum mediantibus istis corpori- 
bus»; cf. Averroes Commentum magnum super libro De celo , 634, 96-105. Sur le fait que la 
mediation est necessaire, cf. aussi Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , I, 8, col. 43: 
« forma autem materials non unitur materiae primae nisi mediantibus dispositionibus aliquibus. 
Unde Aristoteles in 2 huius dicit quod actus uniuscuiusque in potentia existente determinate 
disposita et in propria materia aptus est natus fieri.» 

43) Voir Averroes, In Metaph ., in: Aristotelis opera , vol. 8., f. l4vK: «[materia] primo recipit 
formam universalem, et postea mediante forma universali recipit formas alias usque ad indivi¬ 
duates »; pour d’autres textes de Jean de Jandun sur ce point, voir Jean de Jandun, Quaestiones 
perspicacissimi peripatetici Ioannis de Ianduno in duodecim libros Metaphysicae (Venise, 1553); 
r&mpr. (Frankfurt a. M., 1966), VII, 17 («quid sit principium indiuiduationis»), f. 96ra-100rb; 
ibid., VIII, 11 («utrum forma substantialis coniungatur materiae immediate uel per aliquod 
medium intrinsecum»), f. 113ra-rb; Jean ecrit (f. 113rb): «Dicenda sunt duo. Primo quod 
forma non iungitur materiae per medium intrinsecum principale [...]. Secundo dicendum 
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pour repondre a Tobjection selon laquelle la forme de Tespece, survenant a 
un etre deja actue par la forme du genre, serait un accident, il se refere 
cette fois au Grand Commentaire du De anima II, 4 44 et propose une distinc¬ 
tion entre le fait d’informer une substance en acte, et celui de l’informer 
en tant quelle est en acte, ou sous le rapport de son actualite 45 ; enfin (mais 
cette liste nest pas exhaustive), Jean trouve dans le Grand Commentaire de 
la Physique un passage qui, a ses yeux, developpe tres manifestement la these 
de la double forme. C’est le texte, difficile, qui commente Physique , II, 
194bl0 46 . Jean y repere ces deux phrases cles: 


quod requiritur medium intrinsecum dispositum. Et causa est: formae mixtorum recipiuntur 
in materia mediante complexione et formis elementorum per Commentatorem 3 Coeli dicen- 
tem quod prima materia recipit formas elementorum, et illis mediantibus recipit formam 
mixtorum » 

44) Voir Averroes, Commentarium magnum de anima libros , 133-134, 32-38: «Et etiam equivoce 
dicitur forma esse in subiecto, et accidens esse in subiecto. Subiectum enim accidentis est corpus 
compositum ex materia et forma, et est aliquod existens in actu et non indiget in suo esse acci- 
dente; subiectum autem forme non habet esse in actu, secundum quod est subiectum, nisi per 
formam, et indiget forma ut sit in actu.» 

45) La matiere premiere est certes actuee par la forme du genre, mais la forme de l’espece ne lui 
arrive pas en tant quelle est en acte , mais en tant quelle est en puissance; et cela parce que la forme 
du genre nest pas l’essence de la matiere; la matiere ne re^oit pas la forme de l’espece par la forme 
du genre primo etprincipaliter\ ce nest qu’une «preparation», une «disposition». Voir Jean de 
Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , I, 8, col. 43: « dico ad hoc quod differt aliquid aduenire 
enti in actu secundum quod in actu, et aduenire enti in actu, non secundum quod in actu, sed 
secundum quod in potentia. [...] Modo dico quod quamuis compositum ex materia et forma 
generali sit ens actu aliquo modo, tamen forma speciei non unitur ei ratione qua est ens actu, nec 
ille actus, scilicet forma generalis, est principalis ratio recipiendi formam propriam speciei, sed 
solum est medium dispositum. Ipsa autem essentia materiae quae est in ipso composito est prin- 
cipale subiectum receptiuum illius formae substantialis et speciei, et subiectum primum et prin- 
cipale, et hoc sufficit. Et ad illam intentionem dixit Commentator in 2 huius prope principium 
com. 4 quod subiectum formae substantialis, secundum quod est subiectum eius, non est aliquid 
actu nisi per illam formam, et per illam reduplicationem dedit intelligere quod subiectum unius 
formae substantialis potest esse aliquod modo ens actu per aliquam formam substantialem, sed 
non erit subiectum in ratione formae substantialis principaliter, nec habebit illam formam subs¬ 
tantialem, secundum quod subiectum primum et principale, ita quod forma sit ratio principalis 
recipiendi formam substantialem, sed magis e converso, sua natura potentials erit subiectum 
primum et principale ipsius formae substantialis cuiuscumque, quamuis una illarum sit disposi- 
tio et praeparatio ad recipiendum aliam.» 

46) Dans la traduction franchise du grec, nous lisons: «Jusqu’a quel degre, done, le Physicien 
doit-il connaitre la forme et l’essence? N’est-ce pas comme le medecin qui doit connaitre le 
tendon et le fondeur d’airain qui doit connaitre l’airain, jusqu’a ce en vue de quoi est chaque chose, 
et <en considerant> les choses qui sont d’une part separables par la forme et d’autre part dans 
une matiere ? Car c’est un homme qui engendre un homme, et aussi le soleil. Ce qu’il en est du 
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II est necessaire que le physicien parvienne par son examen a une forme abstraite, a savoir 
la derniere, si son etre est dans la matiere, avant de parvenir & l’examen de la forme de 
Thomme. 47 


Et: 


La physique, done, considere l’etre des formes, jusqu’a ce quelle parvienne a la derniere des 
formes materielles, et & la premiere des [formes] abstraites, ou aux formes des formes, qui 
sont, dans Tetre, intermediaires entre celles-ci, comme e’est le cas de la derniere forme de 
l’homme. 48 

Dans le De unitate intellectus ®, Thomas d’Aquin, recourant a Theophraste 
d’Erese a travers Themistius, s’etait servi de ce texte d’Aristote contre Averroes 
en expliquant que rintellect, necessairement compris comme forme substan- 
tielle du corps, constituait dans le cas de Thomme le terme de Texamen physi¬ 
que. Jean de Jandun, aide du Commentateur, voit les choses autrement; il est 
pour lui clairement question de deux formes substantielles de Thomme, Tune 
inherente, Tautre relativement separee. 

Face a Thomme, en effet, que fait le Physicien ? D’abord, dit Jean, il exa¬ 
mine les differences formes du corps pour arriver a la derniere des formes 
materielles, a la plus spirituelle, la plus noble des formes materielles, la forme 
«ultime», a ce niveau, qu’on pourra dire «abstracta» en vertu, precisement, de 
son haut degre de spiritualite; puis , ajoute-t-il, de cette premiere forme de 
Thomme le physicien accedera a sa deuxieme et derniere forme propre qui, 
dans Techelle des etres, occupe le rang immediatement superieur et constitue, 
done, la premiere des realites separees. 

A propos de la forme inherente a la matiere, Jean ecrit: 


Et au sujet de cette forme de Thomme, a savoir celle qui le constitue dans Tetre substantiel, 
le Commentateur a pense ce qu’il soutient au livre II de la Physique, commentaire 26, e’est- 


separable et ce qu il est, e’est Taffaire de la philosophic premiere de le determiner.» (Aristote, 
Physique -, traduction, presentation, notes, bibliographic et index par P. Pellegrin (Paris, 2000), 127). 

47) Averroes, In Phys ., in: Aristotelis opera , vol. 4, f. 59rAB: «Oportet Naturalem peruenire per 
suam consyderationem ad formam abstractam, scilicet ultimam, si esse eius est in materia, ante 
quod perueniat apud consyderationem de forma hominis.» 

48) Id., f. 59rCD: « Scientia igitur naturalis consyderat de esse formarum, quousque perueniat ad 
ultimam formarum materialium, et primam abstractarum, aut ad formas formarum, quae sunt 
mediae in esse inter illas, sicut existimatur de forma hominis ultima.» 

49) Voir les paragraphes 53, 54 et 63. 
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a-dire que par son examen le physicien doit necessairement parvenir a une forme abstraite, 
a savoir la derniere relativement a l’etre quelle a dans la matiere, avant qu’il ne parvienne a 
l’examen de la forme de l’homme. 50 

Et il poursuit, abordant le cas de Tintellect: 

Le physicien, avant de parvenir a l’examen de l’intellect, qui est la forme la plus noble de 
l’homme, doit examiner la forme separee derniere (ajoutez: dans l’ordre de la generation) 
dont l’etre, cependant, est dans la matiere; et sans conteste cette forme est fame cogitative, 
qu’on dit «separee» dans la mesure oil elle resoit de maniere tres spirituelle [...]. Et c’est 
pourquoi nous voyons qu’Aristote, dans ce livre, avant d’examiner l’intellect immateriel, a 
examine 1’imagination, dans laquelle il place la cogitative de l’homme, ainsi qu’on l’a dit 
plus haut. 

Quant a la forme de l’homme qui est operateur intrinseque, le Commentateur en pense 
ce qu’il dit a la fin de ce commentaire. La physique examine done l’etre des formes naturel- 
les jusqu’a ce qu’il parvienne a la derniere des formes materielles, a savoir fame cogitative, 
et & la premiere des separees, a savoir l’intellective humaine, ou bien, ce qui est la meme 
chose, comme je le pense, aux premieres formes des formes, qui sont intermediaires dans 
l’etre entre celles-ci, comme on le pense pour la forme derniere de l’homme, a savoir 
l’intellective. 51 


Du point de vue de Jean, tout est sense, y compris, precise le maitre es arts, la 
structure du De anima d’Aristote dans lequel chacun peut noter que Texamen 
de la phantasia precede celui de X intellect™. Et tout conduit a l’idee que 
rhomme articule en lui, comme homme, deux formes propres qui en font 


50) Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 5, col. 246: «... et de ista forma hominis, 
scilicet quae ipsum constituit in esse substantial^ intellexit Commentator quod dicit in 2 Phys. 
com. 26, quod oportet naturalem per suam considerationem peruenire ad formam abstractam, 
scilicet ultimam secundum esse eius in materia, antequam perueniat ad considerationem de 
forma hominis.» 

51) Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima. III, 5, col. 246: « Naturalis, antequam perue- 
nit ad considerationem de intellects qui est forma hominis nobilissima, debet considerare de 
forma abstracta ultima, supple via generationis; cuius tamen esse est in materia; et haec indubi- 
tanter est anima cogitatiua, quae pro tanto dicitur abstracta, quia multum spiritualiter recipit, et 
cognoscit super omnes formas materiales. Et ideo videmus Aristoteles in isto libro antequam 
considerauerit de intellectu immateriali considerasse de phantasia, sub qua comprehendit cogi- 
tatiuam hominis, ut prius declaratum fuit. De forma vero hominis quae est operans intrinsecum 
intelligit Commentator quod dicit in fine illius com. Scientia igitur naturalis considerat esse 
formarum naturalium quousque perueniat ad ultimam formarum materialium, scilicet animam 
cogitatiuam, etprimam abstractarum, scilicet intellectiuam humanam , aut quod idem est, ut puto, 
ad formas primas formarum, quae sunt mediae in esse inter illas, sicut existimatur de forma 
hominis ultima, scilicet intellectiua.» 
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l’element crucial d’un univers sans coupure: la derniere des formes materielles, 
la premiere des formes separees. 


5. La meprise de l’homme double 

Nous avons la l’essentiel de la position de Jean de Jandun sur la question de la 
forma hominis . Elle ne manque pas d’etre problematique et pouvait etre, du 
reste, deformee. La meprise consiste a penser qu’il n’y a pas chez Jean un sim¬ 
ple dimorphisme du propre, mais un dualisme de substances conduisant a 
une double definition de 1’homme, voire a l’existence, en chaque individu, de 
deux hommes: l’homme qu’il serait dans une forme de vie quotidienne non- 
intellectuelle, c’est-a-dire lorsqu’il cogite, lorsqu’il imagine, lorsqu’il sent, ou 
lorsqu’il vit, tout simplement; et un autre homme, l’homme pensant, qu’il 
serait, a Voccasion , lorsque ce corps cogitant se joint a l’intellect separe et qu’il 
integre, a ce moment-la, l’intellect a titre de partie. L’homme pensant serait 
alors un agregat, compose du corps cogitant et de l’intellect, ponctuellement 
realise, lors d’intellections discretes, mais au fond distinct de cet individu de 
base quest l’homme du sens et de l’image. Theorie fascinante de l’homme 
double, dans laquelle l’homme qui pense serait comme l’accident d’une autre 
humanite, moins noble, mais permanente. Elle fut effectivement attaquee 52 , 
ses detracteurs reprochant a Jean de Jandun une anthropologie excessive et 
dechiree dans laquelle, si l’homme pense, il n’est plus le meme que celui qui 
sent. C’est encore elle que, par exemple, denoncera Paul de Venise dans son 
commentaire du De anima lorsqu’il ecrit: 

La troisieme opinion fut celle de Jean de Jandun disant que l’intellect, d’apres le Commen- 
tateur, est uni au corps humain, non pas comme une forme donnant l’etre, mais comme le 
moteur donnant au mobile l’operation, a la maniere dont l’intelligence est unie a l’orbe et 
le pilote au navire; de ce fait il admet qu’il y a deux hommes: l’un est compose du corps et 
de fame cogitative; l’autre est compost de l’intellect et de tout le reste; proportionnelle- 
ment, deux actes de penser leur correspondent, l’un universel, l’autre particulier: l’homme 
pris de la premiere fa 9 on ne pense que les particulars; pris de la seconde fa^on, il ne pense 
que les universels. 53 


52) Nous l’avons etudie ailleurs en analysant des textes de Gregoire de Rimini et de Pierre 
d’Auriole; cf. Jean-Baptiste Brenet, “Moi qui pense, moi qui souffire: la question de l’identite du 
compose humain dans la riposte anti-averroiste de Pierre d’Auriol et Gregoire de Rimini”, in 
Genealogies du sujet. De saint Anselme a Malebranche, ed. O. Boulnois (Paris, 2007), 151-169. 

53) Cit£ par Bruno Nardi, Sigieri di Brabante nelpensiero del rinascimento italiano (Rome, 1945), 
123: «Tertia opinio fu.it Joannis de ianduno dicentis quod intellectus, secundum Commentato- 



J.-B . Brenet / Vivarium 46 (2008) 318-341 


[ 115 ] 337 


Sans doute, pourtant, netait-ce pas ce que Jean de Jandun voulait dire 54 . En 
effet: la cogitative et rintellective vont ensemble, toujours. L’homme qui 
cogite n existe pas, s’il n est pas, en meme temps, un etre dote de la puissance 
de penser. L’erreur est de reifier cette distinction des formes, lesquelles ne sont 
pas concurrentes, paralleles, ou alternatives, mais toujours necessairement arti- 
culees Tune a l’autre, la moins parfaite s’orientant vers la plus parfaite, et celle- 
ci presupposant celle-la. «J’admets», ecrit Jean dans ses questions sur la 
Physique , «que les puissances vegetative, sensitive, cogitative et intellective 
appartiennent a des substances de Tame differentes. Cependant il est vrai que 
chaque fois Tune d’elles en presuppose une autre, a savoir la plus parfaite la 
moins parfaite. » 55 Puis il ajoute, quelques lignes apres: «la vegetative est 
comme une preparation a la sensitive, la sensitive a la cogitative, et la cogita¬ 
tive a rintellective. » 56 

Certes, la cogitative est une forme du corps, et une forme de Thomme, mais 
c’est une forme qui nexiste qu’en tant quelle s’ordonne a cette autre forme, 
fut-elle separee, quest l’intellect. L’homme cogitant, seulement cogitant, nest 
qu’une fiction; et Thomme pensant nest pas un accident. Une autre citation 
d’Averroes, a cet egard, etait capitale pour Jean. Dans son Grand Commentaire 
de la Metaphysique , 12, com. 38, Averroes ecrit ceci: «il est tout a fait clair que 
pour Aristote la forme des hommes, en tant qu’ils sont hommes, nexiste que 
par la jonction de l’intellect avec eux» 57 . Jean y souscrit totalement. Ce qui 
vaut pour les formes inferieures par rapport a la cogitative, vaut aussi pour la 

rem, unitur corpori humano, non ut forma dans esse, sed ut motor mobili dans operari, eo modo 
quo unitur intelligentia orbi et nauta navi; concedens consequenter quod datur duplex homo: 
unus qui componitur ex corpore et anima cogitativa; et alius qui componitur ex intellectu et toto 
residuo; quibus proportionaliter respondet duplex intelligere, scilicet universale et particulare; 
homo sumptus primo modo, solum particularia intelligit; et sumptus secundo modo intelligit 
solum universalia»; cf. egalement Zdzislaw Kuksewicz, “Paul de Venise et sa theorie de Tame”, 
in L. Olivieri (ed.), Aristotelisme veneto e scienza modema , ed. L. Olivieri (Padova, 1983), 130- 
164, 304-306. 

54) Nous ne partageons pas, par consequent, l’analyse de Zdzislaw Kuksewicz, De Siger de Bra¬ 
bant a Jacques de Plaisance. La theorie de l\intellect chez les averroistes latins des XIII e etXTV* siecles 
(Wroclaw & Varsovie & Cracovie, 1968), 208-209. 

55) Jean de Jandun, Quaestiones Joannis de Janduno de physico auditu nouiter emendate (Venise, 
1319), VII, 8, f. 98va: « Concedo potentiam vegetatiuam et sensitiuam et cogitatiuam et intel- 
lectiuam pertinere ad diuersas substantias animae. Verum est tamen quod semper una istarum 
praesupponit aliam, scilicet perfectior minus perfecta.». 

56) Ibid.: «vegetatiua est sicut preparatio ad sensitiuam et sensitiua ad cogitatiuam et cogitatiua 
ad intellectiuam.» 

57) Averroes, In Metaph ., f. 321rF: «apparet bene quod Aristoteles opinatur quod forma homi- 
num, in eo quod sunt homines, non est nisi per continuationem eorum cum intellectu.» 
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cogitative par rapport a l’intellect: de meme, en effet, que ces formes inferieures, 
quoique reellement distinctes dans le corps, n existent pas, ne subsistent pas 
sans la cogitative, a laquelle elles sont ordonnees (comme a leur achevement) 58 , 
la cogitative nexiste et ne fonctionne comme cogitative qu’en tant quordon- 
nee a cette autre et derniere forme (peu importe quelle soit separee) qu est 
Tintellect: elle est a son service, et n’existe que dans cette mesure. De son cote, 
l’intellect lui aussi est par nature destine a dependre de la cogitative; ce pour 
quoi Jean de Jandun peut ecrire: « Thomme individuel n est dit homme selon 
Tintellect que si se trouve en meme temps dans son corps une ame cogitative », 
si bien que « si elle est la, l’homme est Ik aussi, et si on la supprime, il est sup- 
prime » 59 . Deux formes de Thomme accordees, done, et non pas deux hom¬ 
ines, ou un dedoublement de l’individu qui ferait de Xhomo intelligens un 
nouvel etre, ponctuel, exclusif, produit tandis qua lieu la pensee. 


6. Conclusion 

Cette these, assurement, ne manque pas ^antecedents dans la scolastique du 
XIII e siecle. Mais il est frappant d’y retrouver presque mot a mot, outre les 
echos explicites du De anima intellectiva dont on a parle, le Siger de Brabant 
du De intellects, perdu auquel A. Nifo, comme on sait, se refere a plusieurs 
reprises 60 . Dans son De anima, Nifo ecrit ceci, usant d’un pluriel qui vaut pour 
Siger: 


58) Voir Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , II, 8, col. 40: «cum hoc ipsa forma 
generis nunquam separata est secundum subsistentiam a formis specierum; nunquam enim est 
aliquod animal per formam animalis, quin habeat formam propriam alicuius speciei [...]; nam 
ipsum genus non est aliquid separatum secundum esse subsistentiae a speciebus suis, licet sit 
diuersum realiter quantum ad suam formam a formis specierum, tamen est sicut materia res- 
pectu earum, quia est forma generis imperfecta et potentials respectu formarum specierum, et 
nunquam potest perficere materiam, nisi cum aliqua forma specifica perfection.» Ou encore 
Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 12, col. 291: « homo non erit plura animata, 
sed unum animatum, eo quod una illarum animarum est propter aliam, sicut propter finem et 
perfectionem; quare non valet. Et cum accipitur, quod plures animae constituunt plura animata, 
verum est plures animae, quarum una non ordinatur ad aliam, sicut ad suam perfectionem, ad 
quam disponitur, et verum est in diuersis corporibus, sed non in uno corpore.» 

59) Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima , III, 7, col. 262: «indiuiduum bominis non 
dicitur homo secundum intellectum, nisi simul in eius corpore sit anima cogitatiua [...]; qua 
posita ponitur homo, et qua remota remouetur.» 

60) Sur ce point, voir £videmment le livre fondateur cite plus haut de B. Nardi, Sigieri di Brabante 
nelpensiero del Rinascimento italiano. On trouvera dans le livre diff&rentes reprises de cette posi¬ 
tion dans l’aristotelisme padouan. 
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dicunt intellectum non esse totam hominis animam, sed quasi semianimam vel semifor- 
mam. Fingunt enim de mente Averroys, illud anime quod ex semine deducitur, quod dica- 
tur, gratia exempli, cogitativum, esse medietatem anime humane. Alteram vero medietatem 
esse intellectum extrinsecus accedentem, quod dicatur intellectivum. 61 

Et dans son De intellects toujours a propos du maitre braban^on: 

Et il ajoute: Tintellect ne peut pas informer la matiere sans que la cogitative ne [1]’informe 
[egalement], parce que la matiere ne se tient pas sans une forme constitute dans l’etre par 
son biais; et l’intellect ne peut [F]informer sans sa disposition prochaine et derniere quest 
la cogitative. Raison pour laquelle il dit que la cogitative est ordonnee a l’intellective, bien 
que la cogitative ne soit pas une forme generique. [De son cote] la cogitative ne peut infor¬ 
mer la matiere sans que l’intellect ne [Y ]informe [egalement]. En effet, si Ton pose quelque 
chose d’informable, dans un etat de preparation ultime, et quelque chose qui peut l’infor- 
mer, on pose l’information: or la matiere informee par la cogitative est un informable 
prochain dispose au dernier degre a recevoir 1*intellect. Ainsi une forme substantielle peut- 
elle etre une preparation a une autre, dans la mesure ou cette forme preparante nest pas ce 
d’apres quoi la matiere resoit. Voici comment l’etre de l’homme, en tant qu’il est homme, 
precede a la fin de cet intellect; et comment la difference de l’homme, en tant qu’il est 
homme, est finalement tiree de cet intellect. 62 

B. Nardi, dans son grand livre sur Siger de Brabant, notait que les formules 
semianima et semiforma n’etaient peut-etre pas de Siger lui-meme 63 . Reste 
qu’elles sont remarquables et qu’elles pourraient valoir pour Jean, dont on 
mesure vite combien sa reprise d’Averroes depend de mediations latines. Sur 
cette question precise de Thumanite de Thomme, on le repete, Thistoire de 
Tintrication du probleme de la pluralite des formes substantielles et de celui de 
la noetique « averroiste » n’a pas encore ete faite. Entre deux critiques extremes 
(celled’uneanthropologieamputee, oilThommenestqu’uncorps; celled’une 
anthropologie dedoublante, oil l’homme qui pense est un autre moi), elle 


61) Cite par Nardi, Sigieri di Brabante, 16. 

62) Cite par Nardi, Sigieri di Brabante, 18: « Et addit: ‘nec potest intellectus informare materiam, 
non informante cogitativa, quia non stat materia sine forma constituta in esse per earn; et non 
potest intellectus informare sine sua proxima dispositione et ultima, que est cogitativa’. Propter 
quod, inquit cogitativam ordinari in intellectivam, quamvis cogitativa non sit forma generica. 
Nec potest cogitativa informare materiam, non informante intellectu. Positis enim informabili 
ultimate disposito et informativo, ponitur informatio: est autem materia informata cogitativa 
informabile propinquum et ultimate dispositum ad recipiendum intellectum. Et sic potest una 
forma substantialis esse dispositio ad aliam, dummodo ilia forma preparans non sit materie ratio 
recipiendi. Ecce quomodo esse hominis, in eo quod homo, est ultimo per hunc intellectum; et 
quomodo differentia hominis, in eo quod homo, sumitur ab hoc intellectu ultimate » 

63) Nardi, Sigieri di Brabante, 30; 76. 
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pourrait presenter une conception de l’homme alternative qui n eut pas moins 
que les autres le souci d’une forme d’unite de l’intellect et du corps. Dans cette 
histoire, la place de Jean de Jandun nest pas mineure. 
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Abstract 

The question of the unity of the soul is posed in the Midle Ages, at the crossing point 
of the Aristotelician theory, which distinguishes several potencies, even several parts 
in the soul, and the Augustinian doctrine, which underlines the unity of the mind 
using corporeal powers. John Buridan, when commenting the Treatise on the Soul of 
Aristotle, emphasizes the unity, probably in reaction against John of Janduns position. 
From the middle of 14th century till the end of 17th, this problem goes on being 
debated through the two questions of the substantial unity of the soul and of the 
the relation between the soul and its potencies. This article studies some stages of 
this development, some of them immediately after Buridan, in Nicole Oresmes 
and Peter of Aillys positions, another more distant, in Antoine Rubios work. It 
suggests that we find still the same problematics, reelaborated and transformed, in 
Descartes. 

Keywords 

soul, form, substantial unity, intellect, operation 


1. Introduction 

La question de Tunite de Tame surgit des Tepoque du traite aristotelicien. La 
distinction de ces especes d’ames que sont Tame vegetative, Tame sensitive et 
l’intellect s’accompagne d’une reflexion sur le statut de ces «parties». Ainsi, 
Aristote s’interroge sur son caractere « separe » ou non de l’intellect, ce qui a 
l’evidence signifie alors «separe des autres parties». D’autres traditions vien- 
dront, au Moyen Age, compliquer la question. II faut notamment prendre en 
compte certaines influences augustiniennes, qui contredisent la these aristote- 
licienne de Tame comme forme au benefice d’un rapport plus instrumental 
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entre Tame et le corps. Quoi quil en soit de ces influences qui se croisent, on 
repere chez certains auteurs du xiv* siecle une tendance a accentuer Tunite de 
Tame lorsquils abordent les questions traditionnellement posees dans les com¬ 
mentates sur Aristote. La double question de Tunite substantielle de Tame 
d’une part, du rapport de Tame a ses puissances d’autre part n etait assurement 
pas absente des textes d Avicenne, d Albert le Grand ou de Thomas dAquin; 
mais il semble qu’avec Jean Buridan un saut qualitatif soit opere. La question 
est longuement argumentee, comme si, en depit de la doctrine officielle de 
TEglise qui avait defini lors du Concile de Vienne, en 1311-1312, Tame 
comme «forme du corps», on devait encore se confronter aux discussions 
recurrentes sur son statut, sur le rapport de Tame et du corps, sur Tunite essen- 
tielle de Tame, sur le caractere univoque ou non des definitions des differents 
types d’ames. Il est probable que, dans le cas de Buridan, cette discussion a ete 
relancee, voire exacerbee par la distinction operee par Jean de Jandun, a la suite 
de Siger de Brabant, entre plusieurs types de formes, une forme substantielle 
qui informe et donne Tetre d’une part, une forme operante d’autre part, cette 
derniere permettant de definir le statut de Tintellect 1 . Les moyens conceptuels 
mis en oeuvre par Buridan pour relever ce defi conduisent a une radicalisation 
des theses sur Tunite de Tame, inflexion dont on peut reperer les effets jusqu’au 
xvn e siecle. 


2. La radicalisation de la these de l’unite de Fame au XTV C siecle 

Thomas d’Aquin a deja fortement souligne 1’unite essentielle de Tame, a Top- 
pose de la theorie de la pluralite des formes substantielles qui devait donner 
lieu a bien des controverses durant les trois dernieres decennies du siecle. Dans 
la Somme de theologie , il le fait a Toccasion de la question LXXVI de la 
premiere partie, sur Turnon de Tame et du corps, dans les articles 1, 3 et 4. 
Dans Tarticle 3, il refere la these de la pluralite des ames a Platon 2 , et la met en 

1} Voir Jean de Jandun, Super libros Aristotelis de anima subtilissimae quaestiones (Venise, 1587); 
reimpr. (Frankfurt am Main, Minerva, 1966) par exemple livre III, qu. 5; Jean-Baptiste Brenet, 
Transferts du sujet. La noetique d’Averroes selon Jean de Jandun (Paris, 2003), chapitre premier, en 
part. p. 33-41 et p. 53-59. 

2) Voir Thomas d’Aquin, Summa theologiae , prima pars, Sancti Thomae Aquinitatis doctoris 
angelici Opera omnia iussu impensaque Leonis XIII P. M. edita, t. V (Rome, 1889), p. 220: 
« Respondeo dicendum quod Plato posuit diversas animas esse in corpore uno, etiam secundum 
organa distinctas, quibus diversa opera vitae attribuebat, dicens vim nutritivam esse in hepate, 
concupiscibilem in corde, cogniscitivam in cerebro »; un expose critique similaire se trouve dans 
la Somme contre les Gentils, II, chap. 57: voir Thomas d’Aquin, Summa contra Gentiles , Sancti 
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relation avec la theorie de Fame comme moteur, deja recusee dans Particle 1 a 
propos de Fintellect, au profit de Fintellect comme forme du corps humain 3 . 
Se fondant sur Fexigence d’unite de Fetre compose, sur les difficultes qui resul- 
teraient de la these contraire concernant les formes de predication (attribution 
de formes diverses, rapport predicatif de ces formes entre elles), et sur le risque 
de conflit entre des operations provenant de formes hierarchisees, il affirme: 
« Ainsi done il faut dire que la meme ame, numeriquement une, est en Fhomme 
sensitive, intellective et nutritive » 4 . 

Mais cette affirmation doit etre completee par Panalyse du rapport entre 
Fame et ses puissances, que Pon trouve dans la question LXXVII, en particu¬ 
lar dans Particle 1, « Est-ce que Pessence meme de Fame est identique a ses 
puissances?», et dans Particle 2, «Est-ce qu’il y a plusieurs puissances de 
Fame ?», ainsi que dans les Questions disputees sur rdme. La, le probleme du 
rapport entre essence et puissance, et celui de la pluralite des puissances sont 
deja rassembles dans la question 11 en une seule interrogation, comme dans 
les commentaires ulterieurs: « Est-ce que, en Phomme, Fame rationnelle, sen¬ 
sible et vegetative sout une unique substance ? » 5 . Dans la question 12, « Lame 
est-elle identique a ses puissances ? » 6 , Fargumentation evoque une these selon 
laquelle Fame serait identique a ses puissances et serait elle-meme le principe 
immediat de toutes les operations, Pessence de Fame etant nominee par divers 
noms selon la diversite de ces operations: 

Done ceux qui posent que Tame est identique a ses puissances comprennent par la que 
l’essence meme de 1’arne est le principe immediat de toutes ses operations, en disant que par 
l’essence de Tame l’homme comprend, sent, et fait les autres choses de cette sorte, et que 
selon la diversity des operations elle est appelee de divers noms 7 . 


Thomae Aquinitatis doctoris angelici Opera omnia iussu edita Leonis XIII P. M., t. XIII-XV 
(Rome, 1918-1940). 

3) Thomas d’Aquin Summa theologiae, l a pars, qu. LXXVI, art. 1, p. 209: «Quidam autem 
dicere voluerunt quod intellectus unitur corpori ut motor [...]. Sed hoc est multipliciter vanum. 
[...] Sic ergo ex ipsa operatione intellectus apparet quod intellectivum principium unitur corpori 
ut forma.» 

4) «Sic ergo dicendum quod eadem numero est anima in homine, sensitiva et intellectiva et 
nutritiva» (ibid., art. 3, p. 221); voir aussi Thomas d’Aquin Summa contra Gentiles , II, chap. 58. 

5) Thomas d’Aquin, Questiones disputatae de anima , ed. C. Bazan, Sancti Thomae de Aquino 
Opera omnia iussu Leonis XIII P. M. edita cura et studio fratrum praedicatorum, tomus 
XXIV-1 (Rome & Paris, 1996). Questio 11: «Utrum in homine anima rationale, sensibilis et 
vegetabilis sit una substantia », p. 95-104. 

6) Op. cit., qu. 12: «Utrum animam sit sue potentie», p. 105-112. 

7) « Ponentes igitur quod anima sit sue potentie, hoc intelligunt, quod ipsa essentia anime sit 
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Mais selon Thomas cette these ne peut etre soutenue. II prefere parler de for¬ 
mes accidentelles, qui presupposent une forme substantielle. De meme dans 
rarticle 13 8 , il pose que Tessence de Tame nest pas le principe immediat de ses 
operations, mais quelle opere au moyen de principes accidentels, reaffirmant 
l’exigence de distinguer des degres et des genres de puissances 9 , en fonction des 
objets et des operations. Pour lui, les puissances se caracterisent done par 
diverses operations qui se distinguent de l’etre substantiel de Tame, si bien que 
leur principe ne saurait se confondre avec l’essence meme de Tame. « L’essence 
de Tame n est pas le principe immediat de ses operations, mais elle opere par 
la mediation de principes accidentels » 10 . 

Thomas, par consequent, affirme bien l’unite essentielle de Tame. Mais il 
estime dans le meme temps necessaire de distinguer cette unite essentielle de 
la pluralite des puissances ou fonctions de Tame. 

Les Questions de Jean Buridan 

Jean Buridan, au siecle suivant, insiste constamment sur l’unite de Tame et de 
ses facultes 11 . Il affirme d’abord l’unite de la forme vegetative et sensitive dans 
la question 4 du livre II de ses Questions sur Vdme xl : 


[...] je crois [...] que dans un cheval l’ame est unique et qu’il n’y a pas en lui une ame 
vegetative distincte de Fame sensitive, ni une ame sensitive distincte de Tame vegetative 13 . 


principium immediatum omnium operationum anime, dicentes quod homo per essentiam 
anime intelligit, sentit, et alia huiusmodi operatur, et quod secundum diversitatem operationum 
diversis nominibus nominatur» (Thomas d’Aquin, Questiones disputatae de anima, qu. 12, p. 108). 

8) Question 13: «Utrum potentie distinguantur per obiecta» (p. 113-122). 

9) Voir notamment op. cit., p. 120. 

10) « Manifestum est igitur quod ipsa essentia anime non est principium immediatum suarum 
operationum, set operatur mediantibus principiis accidentalibus» (ibid., p. 110); «[...] essentia 
anime [...] non potest esse immediatum principium omnium suarum actionum, set oportet 
quod habeat plures et diversas potentias correspondentes diversitati suarum actionum » (p. 110). 
n) Je reprends ici quelques elements de ce que j’ai developpe dans une partie de Biard, Joel, “Le 
systeme des sens dans la philosophe naturelle du xiv* siecle (Jean de Jandun, Jean Buridan, Blaise 
de Parme)”, MicrologusX (2002), p. 333-351. 

12) Le texte de la troisieme et derniere lecture sur le livre II a ete edite par Peter Sobol dans John 
Buridan on the Soul and Sensation , with an Edition of the Quaestiones in Aristotelis De anima liber 
secundus , de tertia lectura (Ann Arbor, 1984). La question 4 a pour titre «Utrum in eodem ani- 
mali sit eadem anima vegetativa et sensitiva» (ed. cit., p. 42-57). 

13) «[...] ego credo [...] quod in equo unica sit anima et quod non sit in eo anima vegetativa 
distincta a sensitiva nec sensitiva distincta a vegetativa » (Jean Buridan Questiones de anima , II, 8, 
p. 48, dans Peter Sobol, John Buridan on the Soul). 
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La question suivante examine l’identite de Tame avec elle-meme a travers ses 
operations 14 . Buridan y park encore surtout de Tame sensible et de Tame vege¬ 
tative, mais certains arguments evoquent deja le cas de Tintellect. Ainsi, le 
septieme argument en faveur de la distinction fait appel au caractere non 
etendu de l’intellect alors que les puissances ( virtutes ) organiques sont eten- 
dues, de meme qua son caractere perp£tuel et incorruptible 15 . Le huitieme 
argument introduit une distance entre les puissances ou vertus cognitives 
(intellect et sens) et les puissances ou vertus non cognitives (comme Timagina- 
tion) 16 . Le propos general vise a affirmer que Ton ne doit pas, au sens propre , 
distinguer plusieurs puissances dans Tame humaine: 

Et alors il y a un doute: est-il correct de dire qu’en l’homme il y a plusieurs puissances de 
l’ame ? Je crois que non, en parlant des puissances principales [...] et en parlant aussi selon 
le sens propre des mots 17 . 

On s’ecarte done de Thomas. En un sens impropre, en revanche, on peut bien 
distinguer les puissances selon leurs operations. Jean Buridan applique alors 
une analyse linguistique pour demeler un probleme de psychologie, comme il 
le fait frequemment dans la physique. 

Mais selon un sens impropre nous conc&ions qu’en 1’homme il y a de nombreuses puissan¬ 
ces de fame, en ce sens que fame peut exercer diverses operations, et que selon des raisons 
diverses, representatives de ces operations, lui sont attribues des noms divers que nous 
disons differer par la raison. Ainsi, nous disons que l’intellect, le sensitif et le vegetatif dif¬ 
ferent selon la raison, puisque ces noms signifient la meme chose selon diverses raisons 18 . 


14) Question 5: «Utrum potentie anime sint distincte ad ipsa anima» (p. 58-70). 

15) «Septimo quia intellectus non est virtus organica nec extensa (alie autem sunt organice et 
extense), et quia intellectus separatur ab aliis sicud perpetuum a corrumptibili» (II, qu. 5, p. 59). 

16) «Octavo quia quedam sunt potentie cognoscitive, ut sensitiva et intellectiva, et alie non. 
Quedam sunt reservative specierum, ut fantasia et alie non, ergo» (ibid., p. 59). 

17) « Et tunc est dubitatio utrum sit bene dictum quod in homine sint plures potentie anime. Et 
ego credo quod non, loquendo de potentiis principalibus [...] et etiam loquendo de proprietate 
sermonis» (ibid., p. 63). Un passage des Questions sur iBthique insiste encore plus nettement sur 
l’unite de fame intellective et de fame sensitive: «Ita etiam puto quod non sit inconveniens 
dicere quod ex parte animae [...] potentia sensitiva et potentia intellectiva sint idem realiter 
ipsi animae et inter se» (Jean Buridan, Quaestiones super decern libros Ethicorum (Paris, 1513), 
P 45rb - cite d’apres Adrian Pattin, Pour 1‘histoire du sens agent: la controverse entre Barthelemy de 
Bruges et Jean de Jandun, ses anticidents et son evolution , Ancient and Medieval Philosophy, series 
1, 6 (Leuven, 1988), p. 239). 

18) «Sed secundum sensum improprium concedimus in homine esse multas potentias anime 
ad istum sensum, quod anima est potens exercere diversas operationes, et quod secundum ratio- 
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L’edition Lockert, compilee sans doute a partir de plusieurs lectures, est encore 
plus explicite: 

A l’autre argument je reponds que les noms «sens» et «ame» supposent pour la meme 
chose, cependant qu’ils ont diverses connotations et sont de diverses categories. Le nom 
« ame » est peut-etre un nom absolu; et le nom « sens» est un nom relatif, dit en rapport a 
l’acte, par le mode de la puissance: il ne signifie en effet rien d’autre que la puissance de 
sentir 19 . 

Or on doit noter qu’une demarche similaire etait evoquee (et refusee) par 
Thomas cTAquin, qui Tattrihuait au traite pseudo-augustinien De spiritu et 
anima. Dans le premier et deuxieme argument en faveur de Tidentite de Tame 
et de ses puissances, il attribuait en effet a ce traite la doctrine selon laquelle 
une ame essentiellement unique revolt differents noms en raison de ses diffe- 
rentes operations. 


Il est dit en effet dans le livre De I’esprit et de lame-. Tame a ses puissances naturelles et elle 
est identique a elles toutes, car ses puissances et vertus sont la meme chose quelle. [...] En 
outre, il est dit dans le meme livre: Tame selon la fonction de son oeuvre est appelee par des 
noms varies: car elle est dite ame lorsqu’elle vit, sens lorsqu’elle sent, esprit lorsqu’elle com- 
prend, raison lorsqu’elle discerne, memoire lorsqu’elle se rappelle, volonte lorsqu’elle veut. 
Cependant ces choses ne different pas en substance, a la fa^on dont elles different dans les 
noms, car elles sont Fame 20 . 


nes diversas representativas ad istas operationes, imponuntur sibi nomina diversa que dicimus 
differre secundum rationem. Sic dicimus intellectum, sensitivum et vegetativum differre 
secundum rationem, quia hec nomina significant rem eandem secundum diversas rationes» 
(Buridan, Questiones de anima, II, 5, p. 63-64). 

19) «Ad aliam dico quod, licet hec nomina sensus et anima per eodem supponant, tamen habent 
alias connotationes et sunt diversorum praedicamentorum. Hoc nomen anima est forte nomen 
absolutum; et hoc nomen sensus est nomen relativum dictum ad actum per modum potentiae; 
non enim aliud significat sensus quam potentia ad sentiendum» (op. cit., dans Patar, Benoit, Le 
Traite de I’dme de Jean Buridan [de prima lectura] (Louvain-la-Neuve & Longueuil, Quebec, 
1991), p. 640-641). 

20) «Dicitur enim in libro De spiritu et anima : anima habet sua naturalia et ilia omnia est, 
potentiae namque atque vires eius idem sunt quid ipsa. [...] Praeterea in eodem libro dicitur: 
anima secundum sui operis officium variis nuncupatur nominibus: dicitur namque anima 
dum vegetat, sensus dum sentit, animus dum sapit, mens dum intelligit, ratio dum discernit, 
memoria dum recordatur, voluntas dum vult. Ista tamen non differunt in substantia, quemad- 
modum in nominibus, quoniam ista sunt anima» (Thomas d’Aquin, Questiones disputatae de 
anima , qu. 12, p. 110); le Liber de spiritu et anima , cite sans nom d’auteur, est du a Costa ben 
Luca, mais il avait ete attribue a Augustin; Thomas, comme on va le voir, a mis en doute cette 
attribution. 
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De fait, la citation est assez precise puisquon lit dans cet ouvrage: 

[...] selon la fonction de son oeuvre [Fame] est appelee de divers noms. Car elle est dite 
ame lorsqu’elle vit, esprit ( spiritus) lorsqu’elle contemple, sens lorsqu’elle sent, animus 
lorsqu’elle sait, lorsqu’elle comprend mens, lorsqu’elle se rappelle memoire, lorsqu’elle 
consent, volonte. Cependant ces choses ne different pas en substance, a la fa^on dont elles 
different dans les noms, puisque toutes ces choses sont une ame unique, les proprietes sont 
diverses, certes, mais l’essence est une 21 . 


Thomas, cependant, traitait assez cavalierement cette autorite: 


Au premier argument, je reponds que ce livre De l*espritetdeI’dme nest pas d’Augustin mais 
on dit qu’il a ete ecrit par un certain Cistercien; et il ne faut pas beaucoup se soucier de ce 
qui est dit en lui 22 . 

Buridan, au contraire, le convoquera a l’appui de sa these. II reactualise cette 
approche qui combine unite essentielle et difference d’appellations, et il peut 
pour cela mobiliser toutes les ressources de la logique terministe. Dans le rap¬ 
port entre les facultes de Tame, on n a done ni une equivocite comme on 
l’avait lu chez Averroes, du moins a propos de l’intellect, ni a proprement 
parler une analogic comme l’avait suggere Jean de Jandun 23 , mais une distinc¬ 
tion de raison a entendre ici comme difference de signes conceptuels. 

Nous pouvons des lors comprendre les reponses aux arguments contraires. 
L’une admet que les puissances ou vertus instrumental sont bien etendues et 
diverses mais quaucune vertu principale nest etendue en l’homme: 


21) «[...] secundum sui operis officium [anima] variis nuncupatur nominibus. Dicitur namque 
anima, dum vegetat; spiritus, dum contemplatur; sensus, dum sentit; animus, dum sapit; dum 
intelligit, mens; dum recordatur, memoria; dum consentit, voluntas. Ista tamen non differunt 
in substantia, quemadmodum in nominibus; quoniam omnia ista una anima est, proprietates 
quidem diverse, sed essentia una» (Augustin [pseudo —], Liber de spiritu et anima, Patrologie 
latine XL (Paris, 1845), col. 788-789); le texte est aussi Mite dans Carl Sigmund Barach, Excerpta 
e libro Alfredi Anglici De motu cordis, item Costa-ben-Luca De differentia animae et spiritus* liber 
translatus a Johanne Hispalensis, Bibliotheca philosophorum Mediae ^tatis 2 (Innsbruck, 1978), 
p. 120-139. 

22) « Ad primum ergo dicendum quod liber iste De spiritu et anima non est Augustini, set dicitur 
cuiusdam Cisterciensis fuisse; nec est multum curandum de hiis quae in eo dicuntur» (Thomas 
d’Aquin, Questiones disputatae de anima, qu. 12, p. 110). 

23) L’idee d’une predication non univoque de la definition de 1’ame (predication analogique entre 
Fame vegetative et Fame sensitive et meme equivoque entre Fame intellective et les autres) pro- 
venait d’Averroes, et elle se retrouve chez Jean de Jandun: voir a ce propos, Jandun, Super libros 
Aristotelis, II, 3, col. 81; et Brenet, Transferts du sujet, p. 36-41. 



J. Biard / Vivarium 46 (2008) 342-367 


[ 127 ] 349 


[...] je dis qu’en l’homme les vertus instrumentales de Tame sont etendues mais qu’aucune 
vertu principale de fame, a savoir ni la vertu principale sensitive, ni la vertu principale 
vegetative, n’est etendue en lui 24 . 


De meme, le caractere separe, qu’Aristote semblait reserver a Tintellect, est 
etendu aux autres vertus. Mais que faut-il entendre ici ? II ne s’agit plus de la 
separation des parties entre elles, mais de la separabilite de Tame et du corps; 
or cette separabilite nest pas reservee a 1’intellect, elle vaut egalement pour 
toute partie de Tame: 


Je dis encore que la vertu principale sensitive et vegetative est perpetuelle et separable du 
corps autant que la puissance intellective. Mais il est possible d’intelliger de fagon separee et 
il n est pas possible de se nourrir naturellement, ni de sentir organiquement, de fagon sepa¬ 
ree, en raison du manque des puissances instrumentales 25 . 


Il ressort de ces passages que pour Buridan, des le livre II, cest bien une 
meme ame, une meme forme, a la fois intellective, sensitive et vegetative, 
qui peut etre consideree soit en relation avec les puissances instrumentales 
(on emploie alors pour la designer des termes connotatifs), soit en elle-meme. 
De ce dernier point de vue, il n’y a pas de differences entre parties car Tame est 
unique. 

Le probleme est repris dans le livre III en un seule question, la question 17: 
« On demande [...] si en l’homme il y a une ame intellective autre que Tame 
sensitive». Apres les arguments initiaux, la conclusion est breve mais nette: 


Et je pose dans cette question cette conclusion, qu’il n’y a pas en l’homme d’ame intellective 
autre que la sensitive, mais que c’est la meme [.. .] 26 . 


24) «[...] dico quod in homine virtutes anime instrumentales, sed nulla virtus principalis anime 
in eo est extensa, scilicet nec virtus principalis sensitiva nec virtus principalis vegetativa» (Buri¬ 
dan, Questiones de anima, p. 69). 

25) «Dico etiam quod virtus principalis sensitiva et vegetativa ita est perpetua et separabilis a 
corpore sicud potentia intellectiva. Sed possibile est earn separatam intelligere, et non est possi¬ 
ble earn separatam nutrire naturaliter vel sentire organice propter defectum potentiarum instru- 
mentalium» (ibid., p. 69). 

26) « Et ego pono in ista quaestione istam conclusionem quod non est in homine anima intellec¬ 
tiva alia a sensitiva, sed eadem [...]» (Jean Buridan, Questiones de anima , III, qu. 17, dans Jack 
Zupko .John Buridans Philosophy of Mind. An Edition and Translation of Book III of his “Questions 
on Aristole’s De anima "(Ann Arbor, 1999), p. 192). 
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Apres un renvoi au livre II 27 , Buridan ajoute de nombreuses « raisons theologi- 
ques». L’unite de Tame a travers la pluralite de ses fonctions est fortement 
exprimee dans une comparaison entre Tame qui informe tout le corps et Dieu 
qui assiste la totalite du monde, ce qui conduit a la conclusion: 


Et cette ame est dite intellective selon quelle est apte a intelliger, et sensitive selon quelle 
est apte a sentir, et vegetative selon quelle est apte a nourrir, et motrice selon quelle est apte 
a mouvoir le corps selon le lieu, comme il a 6t6 dit ailleurs 28 . 


Nous allons au dela, semble-t-il, de la conception thomiste d’une faculte supe- 
rieure integrant les fonctions des ames inferieures. Car il faut prendre la mesure 
du nouvel ensemble qui s’est mis en place des le livre II 29 : ame unique et dis¬ 
positions corporelles instrumentales. Cependant, cette puissance unique peut 
etre designee de plusieurs noms, dans la mesure oil ses diverses operations 
impliquent differentes dispositions organiques et materielles 30 . Comme le pre¬ 
cise la reponse au premier argument dans la question 17 du livre III, «la meme 
ame qui est sensitive et intellective utilise un organe corporel dans tout son 
acte de sentir mais non dans son acte d’intelliger» 31 . Une meme puissance se 
rapportant le cas echeant aux organes corporels sur un mode instrumental , 
signifiee par differents noms selon difftrentes « raisons », telle est l’idee essen- 
tielle du dispositif buridanien. 

Comme souvent avec Buridan, le coup d’essai est un coup de maitre, et, dans 
sa radicalite, ce dispositif ne se retrouve pas integralement parmi ses contem- 
porains ou successeurs. On a cependant trace de demarches similaires. Pre- 
nons comme temoin les questions attributes, avec quelque vraisemblance, a 


27) «[. • •] quod probatur sicut probatur in secundo libro de anima sensitiva et vegetativa in ani- 
mali» (ibid.). 

28) « Et ilia anima dicitur intellectiva secundum quod innata est intelligere, et sensitiva secundum 
quod innata est sentire, et vegetativa scundum quod innata est nutrire, et motiva secundum 
quod innata est movere corpus secundum locum, sicut alias dictum fliit» (ibid. p. 192-193). 

29) «Sic dicimus intellectum, sensitivum et vegetativum differre secundum rationem, quia 
hec nomina significant rem eandem secundum diversas rationes » (Buridan, Questiones de anima , 
II, 5, p. 64). 

30) De la meme fason que la chaleur naturelle ainsi que plusieurs dispositions de Fame et 
du corps «co-agissent pour la nutrition », tout comme la species et l’organe co-agissent dans la 
sensation. 

31) «Eadem anima quae est sensitiva et intellectiva in omni actu suo sentiendi utitur organo 
corporeo sed non in actu suo intelligendi» (Buridan, Questiones de anima, lib. Ill, p. 193). 
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Nicole Oresme et qui sont posterieures a 1347 32 . Le livre III ne contient pas 
de question portant sur Tidentite de Tame intellective et de Tame sensitive. En 
revanche, on trouve dans le livre I des considerations analogues a celles que 
Ton a vues chez Buridan. II s’agit toujours de se demander si les puissances se 
distinguent entre elles et si elles se distinguent de Tame elle-meme 33 . Oresme 
introduit un double point de vue, selon que Ton considere Tame comme subs¬ 
tance, active ou passive, ou bien selon que Ton considere les dispositions et 
accidents au moyen desquels elle peut agir, lesquels sont« quasi agenda instru¬ 
mentals. Or la premiere conclusion insiste sur l’identite substantielle: 

La premiere est qu’en prenant la puissance au premier sens, les puissances de Tame sont 

Fame meme ou ses parties 34 . 

Jusquici, nous sommes tres proches des expressions buridaniennes. Par contre, 
et c’est la troisieme conclusion (la deuxieme concerne les animaux), en pre¬ 
nant la puissance au second sens, c’est-a-dire pour des dispositions, alors «les 
puissances de Tame sont les accidents des corps et des organes » 35 . Le paragra- 
phe qui suit justifie longuement cette these. Ce par quoi une substance peut 
agir ou patir, est une disposition du sujet, et cela peut etre dit puissance active 
ou passive; or Tame peut cela par les dispositions des organes (mediantibus 
dispositionibus organorum)\ de telles dispositions peuvent done etre dites 
« puissances de Tame». Si Ton s’ecarte un peu de Buridan, on doit mesurer les 
effets produits par la doctrine du maitre picard. Lame reste une en tant 
que substance et forme, tandis que les puissances plurielles en sont des dispo¬ 
sitions. Si Oresme est attentif a souligner la diversite de ces dispositions, 
Tune des reponses aux arguments initiaux confirme que nous sommes tres 
proches du vocabulaire et de la conceptualite reperes plus haut chez Buridan. 
II s’agit dans ce passage de s’interroger sur l’opposition du cognitif et du non 
cognitif: 


32) La question 9 du livre III semble en effet contenir une allusion a Jean de Mirecourt (je remer- 
cie Jean Celeyrette pour ses informations sur cet aspect). 

33) Voir la question 3 sur le livre II « Utrum potentiae animae sint ipsa anima vel distinguantur 
ab ipsa et inter se», dans Nicole Oresme, Nicolai Oresme expositio et quaestiones in Aristotelis De 
anima , ed. B. Patar (Louvain & Paris, 1995), p. 132-140. 

34) « Prima est quod capiendo potentiam primo modo, potentiae animae sunt ipsa anima aut 
partes eius» (ibid., p. 137). 

35) «Tertia conclusio est quod, accipiendo potentiam secundo modo pro dispositionibus etc., 
potentiae animae sunt accidentia corporis et organum» (ibid., p. 138). 



352 [ 130 ] 


J. Biard / Vivarium 46 (2008) 342-367 


Au cinquieme argument, lorsque Ton dit que « Tune [...] est cognitive etc., et l’autre non», 
je reponds, en admettant que c’est la meme ame, que la nutritive est cognitive, cependant 
pas sous la meme raison, puisque le concept selon lequel elle est appelee nutritive ne 
connote pas qu’elle connait mais quelle nourrit. Ainsi, au moyen de diverses dispositions, 
elle exerce differentes fonctions; et d’apres cela elle est appelee de divers noms, comme 
disent les anciens 36 . 

La question 5 reprend directement la question de la pluralite des ames, ou de 
la multiplicity des formes substantielles: «Est-ce que dans le meme vivant, 
comme en Thomme, il y a plusieurs ames, a savoir vegetative, sensible, intel¬ 
lective ?» 37 . Il convient d’abord de distinguer plusieurs sens en lesquels on 
peut parler de « pluralite des formes » et de preciser en quel sens la question est 
ici pertinente: 

Au quatrieme sens sont poshes plusieurs formes en raison de diverses puissances et 
operations. Et ainsi certains posent dans le meme vivant plusieurs ames parmi lesquelles 
une est vegetative, une autre sensitive, une autre intellective. Et c’est ce qui concerne 
ce livre 38 . 

Les arguments qu on peut enumerer en faveur de la pluralite sont nom- 
breux. On y trouve d’abord des arguments generaux sur la diversite des 
operations, sur les proprietes propres a une espece, sur la pluralite des intelli¬ 
gences pour les orbes celestes, mais surtout, alors que nous sommes encore 
dans les questions sur le livre II, neuf arguments qui concernent speciale- 
ment Tame intellective: arguments classiques sur Timmaterialite et l’incor- 
ruptibilite, sur le caractere organique de Tame vegetative, a nouveau sur la 
diversite des operations, mais aussi sur l’infusion de Tame intellective dans un 
embryon deja anime 39 , etc. La position opposee en revanche, est renvoyee 
simplement a Tautorite d’Averroes (ce qui serait surprenant si Ton pensait a la 
noetique, mais il s’agit du renvoi classique au premier chapitre du De substan- 

36) «Ad quintam, cum dicitur quod «una [...] est cognoscitiva, etc. et alia non», dico, posito 
quod sit eadem anima, quod nutritiva est cognoscitiva, tamen non sub ilia ratione, quia concep- 
tus secundum quern vocatur nutritiva non connotat earn cognoscere sed nutrire. Et ideo median- 
tibus diversis dispositionibus ipsa exercet diversa opera; et secundum hoc diversis nominibus 
appellatur, ut dicunt antiqui» (ibid., p. 139). 

37) Ibid., p. 146-157. 

38) « Quarto <modo> ponuntur plures formae propter potentias et operationes diversas. Et sic 
aliqui ponunt in eodem plures animae quarum una est vegetativa, alia sensitiva, alia intellective 
Et hoc spectat ad istum librum» (ibid, II, qu. 5, p. 146). 

39) La question de l’embryon tenait une place importante dans les Questions disputes sur I’dme de 
Thomas d’Aquin: voir op. cit., p. 95 sqq. 
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tia orbisy oil le commentateur pose qu’un sujet ne peut pas avoir plus qu une 
forme 40 ). 

D’emblee, Oresme etablit des suppositions et pose un certain nombre de 
conclusions. 

La premiere supposition est qu’une operation provient d’une forme ou est 
en raison d’une forme; la seconde est que dans une action, outre un agent 
principal, on peut avoir des agents specifiques et determines, des agents instru- 
mentaux et que peuvent meme etre requises certaines dispositions exterieures 
telles que Teloignement ou la proximite 41 . 

La premiere these est que de la meme forme et du meme agent peuvent 
provenir des operations diverses et meme contraires. Des precisions sont 
apportees, qui declinent les variations en raison des agents qui concourent, ou 
des agents particulars, des dispositions, des instruments extrinseques, des par¬ 
ties de telle ou telle forme, de la liberte humaine, de la distinction entre cause 
par soi et cause par accident 42 . La deuxieme these principale est quil nest pas 
requis de poser plusieurs ames dans le meme corps pour rendre compte de 
diverses operations. La troisieme, qua partir de Tame se produisent differentes 
operations vitales, bien plus nombreuses que les quatre habituellement recen- 
sees. La quatrieme, que dans un meme sujet, comme un cheval, il ny a pas 
plusieurs ames totales dont chacune informerait le tout. Les conclusions sui- 
vantes montrent le caractere heterogene de Tame d’un animal, et la necessite 
de distinguer des « parties » plus que des ames totales. 

Jusque la, la demarche de Nicole Oresme est tout a fait conforme a la ver¬ 
sion buridanienne de Tame unique - pas seulement dans son principe d’unifi¬ 
cation des fonctions infra-intellectuelles, mais encore dans le mode de 
raisonnement, faisant appel a la diversite des organes, dispositions et causes 
concourantes. Cependant, la question de Tame intellective est restee en sus- 
pens. C’est la que Texamen de Nicole Oresme est le plus minutieux et le plus 
prudent. 

II presente plusieurs theories. La premiere affirme l’unite totale de Tame: 


Et il est une opinion qui pose qu’en l’homme il ny a qu’une unique ame ayant plusieurs 
puissances, dont l’une est intellective, l’autre sensitive, etc 43 . 


40) Averroes, De substantia orbis (Venise, 1562), P 3v. 

41) Voir Oresme, Nicolai Oresme exposition p. 149. 

42) Ibid., p. 149-150. 

43) « Et est una opinio quae ponit quod in homine non est nisi unica anima habens plures poten- 
tias, quarum una est intellectiva, alia sensitiva, etc.» (ibid., p. 152). 
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^argumentation qui justifie cette position est assez simple, rapide. Elle repose 
sur le principe d’economie, applique dans le cadre des suppositions initiales 
qui permettaient de conjuguer unite de la forme et diversite des operations. 
Deux autres arguments rationnels sont ajoutes: Tun pour dire que plusieurs 
formes impliqueraient plusieurs etres substantiels, l’autre faisant appel a la 
separabilite par la puissance divine de realites differentes. Mais il n est pas 
indifferent de noter quelles autorites sont ici convoquees. II s’agit en premier 
lieu d’Augustin - ce qui confirme le role que jouent ses textes dans le fait de 
souligner l’unite et le caractere actif de Tame 44 . L’autre autorite citee est, 
comme chez Jean Buridan, le De differentia spiritus et animae. 

Oresme, toutefois, expose aussi, et un peu plus longuement, une seconde 
theorie (« alia via »), selon laquelle il y aurait en l’homme deux ames 45 , une ame 
materielle (semblable a Tame unique des animaux) et une ame immaterielle 
(fame intellective). Il donne en faveur de cette these un certain nombre d’ar- 
guments dont deux sont consideres comme «difficiles a refiiter» 46 . Le premier 
repose sur l’exigence d’avoir quelque chose qui constitue un « support par soi» 
(il n emploie pas le terme de « substance »), et qui donne forme a la matiere, ce 
qui suppose quelle n’en soit pas tiree (i educta ). Lame organique n aurait pas un 
tel statut. Le second argument insiste sur les differences de forme entre les 
parties du corps remplissant des fonctions differentes. Lame intellective, uni¬ 
que, ne pourrait en rendre raison, pas plus que la seule matiere, qui, consideree 
en elle-meme, est partout de meme nature. Oresme ajoute encore deux autres 
arguments, et prend la peine de repondre aux arguments contraires (que j’ai 
rapportes plus haut). Largument par le principe d’economie n est evidemment 
pas suffisant si, outre la diversite des operations, on accorde l’exigence d’avoir 
une forme materielle. Celui de la pluralite des etres est en partie admis: il y 
aurait un etre corruptible par la forme sensitive et un etre incorruptible par la 
forme intelligible, mais le compose est denomme d’apres la forme superieure 
(l’homme est aussi un animal). On concede que Dieu pourrait separer fame 


44) Oresme ne donne pas de reference precise. Voir par exemple Augustin, La Trinite , CEuvres de 
s. Augustin, « Bibliotheque augustinienne », vol. XV: texte de l’edition benedictine, traduction 
et notes M. Mellet, O.P., et lb. Camelot, O.P., introduction par E. Hendrickx, O.E.S.A.; 
vol. XVI: texte de l’edition benedictine, traduction de P. Agaesse, S.J., notes en coll, avec 
J. Moingt, S.J. (Paris, 1955), X, xi, 18, p. 155-157. 

45) «Alia via est quod in homine sunt duae animae et duae formae tantummodo, sicut in equo 
aut asino est unica forma materialis, ita etiam in homine, quae est corruptibilis et generabilis de 
potentia materiae; et cum hoc est in eo anima intellectiva quae non est de forma materialis [...]» 
(Oresme, Nicolai Oresme exposition p. 152-153). 

46) «Et istae duae rationes sunt difficiliores pro ista parte » (ibid., p. 153). 
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intellective, mais ce n est jamais le cas naturellement avant la mort. Enfin les 
autorites citees auraient pu admettre la presente opinion. Quant aux argu¬ 
ments du debut concernant Tame intellective en particulier, ils sont egalement 
recuses. Par exemple, celui sur 1’impossibility d’avoir plusieurs formes est inter¬ 
pret^ comme valant pour la forme materielle, mais un meme sujet pourrait 
avoir une forme materielle et une forme immaterielle. 

Nicole Oresme n’en reste toutefois pas la. Apres avoir accorde toute fatten¬ 
tion quelle merite a la these de la dualite des ames, il revient a la premiere 
position 47 . II ne s’agit pas d’avancer de nouveaux arguments en sa faveur puis- 
que ceux-ci ont deja ete apportes au debut, mais de proposer un rapide exa- 
men critique des arguments qui viennent d’etre donnes en faveur de la these 
opposee. Cela conduit a admettre que la meme ame immaterielle peut confe- 
rer des etres substantiels partiels et differents selon quelle donne forme a 
diverses parties: 


[...] la meme forme immaterielle, comme Tame, peut donner divers etres partiels substan- 
tiellement, selon que la meme forme est en divers lieux et en diverses parties, de sorte qu’en 
un lieu elle donne l’etre chair, en un autre l’etre os, et ainsi de suite 48 . 

C’est aussi l’occasion de preciser a nouveau comment s’articulent unite et plu¬ 
rality. Dans les fonctions organiques (vegetatives et sensitives) on parlera d’une 
pluralite de « formes partielles integrales » (entendons des parties integrates de 
la forme), mais d’une seule ame: 

Au quatrieme, je concede que dans le cheval autre est la forme de la chair et autre est la 
forme de l’os. C’est pourquoi je dis qu’il y a plusieurs formes partielles integrales; et il nest 
pas requis que n importe quelle chose de cette sorte soit une ame mais il suffit ce que soit 
une partie d’ame 49 . 


Mais c’est surtout a propos de l’unite entre Fame intellective et les autres que 
les formulations sont les plus fortes. Par exemple: 


47) «Nunc ergo, si quis vellet tenere aliam viam...» (ibid., p. 155). 

48) «[...] eadem forma immaterialis, sicut anima, potest dare diversa esse partialia substantialiter 
secundum hoc quod ipsa est in diversis locis et in diversis partibus, ita quod in uno loco dat esse 
carnem et in alio dat esse os, et ita de aliis» (ibid., p. 155). 

49) «Ad quartam concedo quod in equo alia est forma carnis et alia est forma ossis. Et ideo dic¬ 
tum est quod sunt plures formae partiales integrales; et non oportet quod quaelibet talis sit 
anima sed sufficit quod sit pars animae» (ibid., p. 156). 
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Au premier argument [au sujet de Tame intellective] on repondrait que 1’ame sensitive de 
l’homme est immaterielle, puisqu’elle est l’intellective 50 . 

Tous les arguments sont ainsi reexamines pour aller dans le sens de l’affirma- 
tion d’uneame unique, immaterielle, s’appliquant diversement auxparties du 
corps. 

Si Pon fait le bilan, on voit que l’auteur de ce texte ne dit pas explicitement 
quelle position il fait sienne. Autant d’attention est accordee a chaque partie. 
Mais la disposition des arguments confere une place de choix a ceux qui affir- 
ment l’unicite de Pame. Et le sens general dans lequel cette unicite est presen¬ 
tee est le meme que celui que nous avons etudie plus haut chez Buridan. Si 
done Oresme est plus prudent, il partage avec le maitre picard la meme appre¬ 
hension du probleme. 

La structure du Traite de I’&me de Pierre d’Ailly, un quart de siecle plus tard, 
est un peu differente. D’emblee Pierre d’Ailly s’interroge sur la definition et les 
divisions de Pame. En revanche, a la difference de ses predecesseurs, il n’y 
revient pas a Poccasion du livre II ni du livre III. Il commence par reflechir sur 
le statut de la definition selon laquelle Pame est Pacte substantiel premier d’un 
corps organique ayant la vie en puissance, puis il examine brievement ce qui 
tombe sous cette definition. De Pexperience de trois sortes d’actes, nous 
concluons que Pame est elle-meme triple. De la, trois questions se posent: sur 
la distinction locale des ames en un meme suppot, ensuite, a supposer qu il n y 
ait pas de distinction selon le lieu, si neanmoins elles se differencient reelle- 
ment, et enfin si Pame elle-meme est distincte de ses puissances. 

En ce qui concerne la premiere question, Pierre d’Ailly attribue a Platon la 
these d’une repartition des ames qui serait localement differenciee, et la recuse 
assez rapidement. 

La deuxieme question en revanche doit etre examinee un peu plus en detail. 
Le traitement de Pierre d’Ailly est toutefois tres rapide en comparaison a ce 
que nous trouvons chez Oresme, et a plus forte raison dans les textes de la 
Renaissance. L’auteur commence par evoquer la these de la pluralite des 
formes substantielles 51 . Un tel empilement de formes est rejete au nom du 


50) «Ad primam [de intellectiva], diceretur quod anima sensitiva hominis est immaterialis, quia 
est intellectiva» (ibid., p. 156). 

51) «[...] dixerunt quidam non solum animam vegetativam et sensitivam in eodem supposito 
diferre, sed tot esse formas substantiales in eodem quot sibi correspondent praedicata quiddita- 
tiva essentialiter subordinata» (Pierre d’Ailly, c. 1, dans Olaf Pluta, Diephilosophische Psychologie 
des Peter von Ailly (Amsterdam, 1987), p. 9). 
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principe d’economie, puisque aucune experience, raison ni autorite ne nous 
force a l’accepter. C’est pourquoi une deuxieme position parait plus probable: 
celle de l’identite reelle, dans un premier temps, de Tame vegetative et de Tame 
sensible: 


C’est pourquoi certains diront, de fa^on plus probable, que Tame vegetative et Tame sensi¬ 
tive sont reellement la meme chose, m£me si, comme le dit Aristote, elles different selon la 
raison, c’est-a-dire que nous comprenons par une raison qu’une ame est vegetative et que 
nous comprenons par une autre raison que la meme ame est sensitive 52 . 

Mais il faut encore etendre cette conclusion au cas de fame intellective: 

Et la meme chose semble devoir etre dite de Tame intellective en l’homme en suivant la 
raison naturelle, bien que sur ce point nous n’ayons pas de claire explication d’Aristote 53 . 


^argumentation est peu approfondie, seul le probleme de l’embryon est 
aborde, en quelques lignes. Ce qui est original, c’est que Pierre d’Ailly conti¬ 
nue en opposant a cette conclusion selon la verite naturelle une difficulte sou- 
levee du point de vue de la foi: Tame intellective semble avoir des attributs 
contraires aceux des deux autres, asavoir quelle est indivisible, inengendrable 
et incorruptible. C’est pourquoi, dit-il, certains soutiennent qu’il y a deux 
ames distinctes 54 . Cependant, il s’agit selon lui d’un probleme indecidable 
(problema neutrurri). On peut done soutenir les deux points de vue, et qui veut 
soutenir l’identite devra dire que Fame sensitive de l’homme est indivisible et 
nest pas de meme nature que celle des betes; c’est le compose qui est le sujet 
de la sensation, et non Fame elle-meme. On retiendra par consequent l’affir- 
mation de l’identite du point de vue naturel, et le caractere indecidable si l’on 
fait intervenir la foi. 

La troisieme et derniere question va encore dans le sens de l’identite, et l’on 
y retrouve des accents bien connus. Cette fois, Pierre passe sur la diversite des 
opinions et expose celle de son choix: l’identite de Fame et de la puissance. 


52) «Ideo probabilius dixerunt quidam animam vegetativam et sensitivam in eodem supposito 
esse realiter idem, licet, ut dicit Aristotiles, differant secundum rationem, id est alia ratione intel- 
ligimus eandem animam esse vegetativam et alia ratione esse sensitivam» (ibid., p. 9). Le mot 
«raison», par lequel nous traduisons litteralement ratio serait rendu plus precisement ici par 
« concept» ou par « maniere de concevoir ». 

53) « Et idem videtur esse dicendum de anima intellectiva in homine sequendo rationem natura- 
lem, quamvis de hoc non habeamus claram de Aristotelis declarationem » (ibid., p. 9). 

54) Voir par exemple Guillaume d’Ockham, Quodlibeta septem , ed. Joseph C. Wey, Opera theo- 
logica IX, St. Bonaventure (New York, 1980), II, qu. 10, p. 156-161. 
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[...] Fame est puissance, puisqu’elle est principe actif ou passif de son operation. Or il y a 
plusieurs puissances de Tame elle-meme, une principale, une autre instrumental: la pre¬ 
miere est essentielle, la seconde accidentelle 55 . 

Pierre d’Ailly se livre done a une double operation qui nest pas sans evoquer 
Buridan. D’un cote il ecarte la puissance principale et essentielle de Tame et 
ses puissances accidentelles. La premiere est une, les secondes sont plurielles et 
se distinguent de Pessence en ce qu’elles impliquent, en leur exercice, de mul¬ 
tiples dispositions corporelles. De Pautre, Pidentite essentielle est correlee avec 
une pluralite de significations. Cette fois, Pierre d’Ailly ne se contente plus de 
la notion vague de « difference de raison », il Pinterprete clairement en un sens 
linguistique: 


[...] on dit que Tame peut exercer plusieurs operations, et selon elles plusieurs noms, de 
diverses raisons, signifiant la puissance de Fame, supposent pour elle, comme e’est le cas du 
vegetatif, du sensitif et de Fintellectif 56 . 

Pierre d’Ailly est plus succinct que ses predecesseurs. Parfois moins precis. 
Mais par dela sa prudence quand le probleme est considere du point de vue de 
la foi, sa position penche bien pour une conception de Punite de Pame et 
d’une identite de celle-ci avec ses puissances, formulee dans les termes d’une 
pluralite de « raisons signifiantes». 

Il y a done a Paris, au milieu du xiv* siecle, a Paris, une constellation de 
textes qui expriment une meme tendance. Dans le cadre des commentaires 
aristoteliciens (auxquels je me suis limite), on trouve une nouvelle forme d’ar¬ 
gumentation en faveur de Punite de Pame, qui nest pas conforme a la lettre 
d’Aristote, qui prend le contre-pied de lectures qui radicalisaient la separation 
de Pame intellective (comme celle de Jean de Jandun), mais qui nest plus la 
position de Thomas d’Aquin. Cette demarche retourne positivement Pautorite 
du Liber de spiritu et anima , et deploie les differences de raisons en differences 
de noms susceptibles d’une analyse linguistique, qui sera menee au moyen de 
la theorie de la supposition et de la connotation. Buridan est sans doute le 


55) «[...] anima est potentia, quia est principium activum vel passivum suae operationis. Ipsius 
autem animae est multiplex potentia, una principalis, alia instrumental^; prima est essentialis, 
secunda accidentals » (Pierre d’Ailly, c. 1 dans Pluta, Die philosophische Psychologie des Peter von 
Ailly , p. 10). 

56) «[...] dicitur quod anima est potens exercere plures operationes et secundum illas supponunt 
pro ea plura nomina diversarum rationum significantia potentiam animae, sicut sunt vegetati- 
vum, sensitivum et intellectivum » (ibid., p. 10-11). 
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representant le plus radical de cette demarche. On trouve toutefois des echos 
de cette fa^on d’apprehender la question de ! unite de Tame non seulement 
chez Nicole Oresme, mais encore chez Pierre d’Ailly. 


3. Echos lointains 

La demarche menee par Buridan et ses contemporains, se retrouve chez des 
auteurs prolongeant le buridanisme jusquauxvi e siecle. II faudrait a cet egard 
examiner en detail, ce que je ne pourrai faire id, les questions et commentaires 
de Thomas Bricot, de Georges de Bruxelles ou de Jean Mair. 

Je prendrai un autre exemple, pour montrer en contrepoint comment, 
meme chez des auteurs de traditions differentes, le probleme est marque par 
les termes que nous venons de reperer. Prenons ici comme temoin le riche et 
volumineux commentaire d’Antoine Rubio 57 . Ne en 1548 et mort en 1615, 
membre de la societe de Jesus, Antoine Rubio (ou Ruvio) a enseigne au Mexi- 
que puis en Espagne. Ses commentaires sur la logique et la philosophic natu- 
relle eurent une grande diffusion. Dans son commentaire du Traite de I’dme , 
de nombreuses questions touchent au probleme que nous etudions. L’une 
d’entre elles est la question 7 sur le chapitre premier du livre II qui demande a 
propos de la definition de Tame comme forme du corps: « Cette definition de 
Tame est-elle univoque a toutes les ames ?» Elle est suivie par une question sur 
I’autre definition ( posterior definitio ), c’est-a-dire la definition selon laquelle 
Tame est le principe par lequel nous vivons, sentons, nous mouvons et com- 
prenons: « La definition suivante de Tame est-elle une, et convient-elle a fame 
en commun ?» On y ajoutera, entre autres, la question 1 sur le chapitre 3 du 
livre II: «Y a-t-il trois especes d’ames, quatre degres et cinq genres de puissan¬ 
ces ?», la question 2: « La vegetative est-elle incluse formellement dans la sen¬ 
sitive et chacune dans la rationelle, ou seulement de fa$on eminente?», la 
question 5: «Trouve-t-on une ame vegetative et une ame sensitive distinctes 
dans un meme animal, et aussi une vegetative, une sensible et une rationnelle 
dans un meme homme, ou y en a-t-il seulement une dans un compose ?» 

De fa^on generate, I argumentation d’Antoine Rubio est proche de celle de 
Thomas d’Aquin. Comme nous l’avons vu plus haut, Thomas affirme ! unite 
essentielle de Tame mais introduit une distinction entre les puissances et refuse 
d’identifier Tame a ses puissances. 


57) Voir Antoine Rubio, Antonii Ruvio Rodensis [..] commentarii in libros Aristotelis de anima 
(Lugduni, 1613). La premiere edition date de 1611 a Alcala; la version de Lyon, 1613, est acces¬ 
sible sur le serveur Gallica de la Bibliotheque nationale de France. 
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Mais Antoine Rubio s’ecarte parfois deThomas d’Aquin.Tel semble etre le 
cas dans la question 2 sur le troisieme chapitre du livre II: « La vegetative est- 
elle incluse formellement dans la sensitive et chacune dans la rationelle, ou 
seulement de fa$on eminente ?» La question est l’occasion d’une precision ter- 
minologique sur les sens en lesquels quelque chose peut etre dit «contenir» 
autre chose. La division majeure est entre contenir de fa$on formelle {forma- 
liter) et contenir de fa^on eminente (eminenter). Une chose en contient for¬ 
mellement une autre quand elle est de meme nature (ou raison, ratio), si bien 
quelle peut la produire ou effectuer ses operations; cest en ce sens qu’une 
chaleur produit une autre chaleur. En revanche, une chose en contient une 
autre de fa^on eminente quand les deux ne sont pas de meme nature et que la 
plus parfaite peut produite la moins parfaite; cest en ce sens que la lumiere 
produit de la chaleur 58 . Mais ulterieurement, Rubio complexifie l’idee de 
contenance formelle, qui peut etre entendue en deux sens: premierement dans 
une serie dont les degres sont de meme espece (et tel etait le cas des deux cha- 
leurs), deuxiemement dans une serie dont les degres sont d’espece et d’ordre 
divers 59 . Comment ces distinctions conceptuelles sont-elles investies dans la 
question de Tunite de Tame ? 

II est evident pour tous que le degre vegetatif est contenu d’une maniere ou 
d’une autre dans le degre sensitif: Tame de 1’animal nest pas seulement sensi¬ 
ble mais aussi vegetative. A ce stade, certaines expressions soulignent l’unite: 
« [...] il est evident que Tame sensitive est le principe originaire de leurs ope¬ 
rations vegetatives » 60 . Mais Antoine Rubio transpose immediatement cette 
relation a Tame rationnelle: « et ce qui est prouve de Tame sensitive a Tegard 
de Tame vegetative, je pense que cest aussi prouve de Tame rationelle a l’egard 


58) «Illud dici<tur> continere aliud formaliter quod habet in se formaliter esse eiusdem rationis, 
per quod potest illud producere, vel operationes eius praestare, ut calor unus, qui producit alte- 
rum, dicitur continere ilium formaliter. Eminenter vero continere aliud est per aliud esse diversae 
rationis, et ideo perfectius quod in se habet posse illud producere, vel saltern perfectius praestare, 
ut lux dicitur continere calorem eminenter quia per se perfectius diversae rationis, quod in se 
habet, potest eum producere» (ibid., f® 135). 

59) «Secundo notandum est dupliciter contingere, quod unum contineat alterum formaliter. 
Primo in gradu eiusdem speciei et ordinis. Secundo in gradu diversae speciei, et ordinis. Exem- 
plum modi prioris est calor potens producere alium calorem, vel praestare, quod ille praestat, qui 
propterea ilium dicitur continere formaliter, sed in gradu eiusdem speciei et ordinis. [...] Unde 
sit duplicem esse quoque modum continendi eminenter, unum quidem in superiori gradu for¬ 
maliter tali, alio modo in superiori gradu non formaliter tali, sed solum virtualiter, quo pacto 
forma sobs continet calorem » (ibid., P* 138-139). 

60) «[...] evidens est quod anima sensitiva eorum sit principium radicale operationum vegetati- 
varum» (ibid., P 136). 
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de chacune des deux» 61 . II nest done pas question d’une coupure entre Tame 
organique et Tame intellectuelle; l’unite de ces trois degres est admise, de telle 
maniere que c’est le degre superieur qui inclut les inferieurs. II reste mainte- 
nant a savoir si cette relation de « contenance » est formelle ou eminente. 

Antoine Rubio expose deux opinions. La premiere soutient que Tame vege¬ 
tative est contenue de fa$on virtuelle ou eminente dans Tame sensitive, et 
chacune des deux sur le meme mode (et non pas de fa$on formelle) dans Tame 
rationnelle. Si Ton se rappelle la distinction faite plus haut, cela signifie qu’el- 
les ne sont pas de meme « raison » et qu’il y a entre elle une hierarchie de per¬ 
fection. Parmi les autorites en faveur de cette position, Rubio cite Javellus 
(Chrysostome Javellus, dominicain theologien ne en 1470, mort en 1538, 
auteur de commentaires sur les livres d’Aristote dans une tradition thomiste, 
dont un commentaire sur le De anima a ete publie a Venise en 1555), Cajetan, 
Pierre Martinez (Petrus Martinez de Osma, ca. 1427-ca. 1480, qui fut maitre 
es arts et professeur de theologie a Salamanque), Francois Tolet; et il ajoute 
que c’est ce que semble penser Thomas d’Aquin dans la question 76 de la pre¬ 
miere partie de la Somme de theologifi 1 . En verite, ce texte de Thomas pourrait 
etre interpret^ dans le sens d’une reduction plus stricte 63 , c’est peut-etre pour- 
quoi Antoine Rubio reste prudent, mais c’est sans doute l’idee de « perfection » 
(que nous avions rencontree dans la definition de l’inclusion « eminente ») qui 
emporte ici la decision 64 . 

La seconde opinion affirme que nous avons affaire a une inclusion formelle 
et non pas seulement virtuelle: 


61) «et quod de sensitiva probatur respectu vegetativae, simul de rationali respectu utriusque 
probatum censeo» (ibid., P 136). 

62) «[...] et idem videtur sentire D. Thomas I. par. quaest. 76. artic. 4 ubi ait [...]» (ibid., 
P 136). 

63) Voir Thomas d’Aquin, Summa theologiae , I a pars, qu. LXXVI, art. 4, p. 224: « Unde dicen- 
dum est quod nulla alia forma substantialis est in homine, nisi sola anima intellectiva; et quod 
ipsa, sicut virtute continet animam sensitivam et nutritivam, ita virtute continet omnes inferio- 
res formas, et facit ipsa sola quidquid imperfectiores formae in aliis faciunt. Et similiter est 
dicendum de anima sensitiva in brutis, et de nutritiva in plantis, et universaliter de omnibus 
formis perfectioribus respectu imperfectiorum» - Rubio cite exactement le texte, remplasant 
seulement a la fin «imperfectiorum » par «imperfectarum ». 

On retrouve ce theme dans la reponse que Thomas fait au 3 e argument: «Ad tertium dicen¬ 
dum quod in materia considerantur diversi gradus perfectionis, sicut esse, vivere sentire et intel- 
ligere. Semper autem secundum superveniens priori, perfectius est. Forma ergo quae dat solum 
primum gradum perfectionis materiae, est imperfectissima, sed forma quae dat primum et 
secundum, et tertium, et sic deinceps, est perfectissima » (ibid., p. 224). 
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La deuxieme opinion affirme deux choses. La premiere, que Fame sensitive inclut formelle- 
ment le degre du vegeter pris de fa$on commune, et la rationnelle le degr£ du sentir et du 
vegeter. La seconde que Fame sensitive inclut formellement Tame vegetative de maniere 
speciale, et que Fame rationnelle inclut Tame vegetative et Tame sensitive, de sorte que 
n importe quelle ame sensitive est formellement Fame rationnelle est que Fame rationnelle 
est formellement Fame vegetative et sensitive 65 . 

Cette position demande cependant a etre expliquee, et cest a ce moment 
qu intervient la subdivision du formel. Le second sens de Tinclusion formelle 
correspond precisement au cas celui d’un animal contenant la perfection vege¬ 
tative de la plante. Que se passe-t-il dans ce cas ? 

Un exemple du mode suivant est Fanimal contenant la perfection vegetative de la plante, 
puisque elle peut effectuer ses propres operations selon une raison univoque, par la vertu 
quelle a en soi formellement et sur un mode plus noble quelle 66 . 


Lame sensible est la source « selon une raison univoque» de toutes les opera¬ 
tions sensibles et vegetatives. Elle contient done en soi formaliter le degre vege- 
tatif. Cependant elle accomplit ces fonction «sur un mode plus noble» que 
dans un vivant non sensible. Nous sommes done toujours, cela n est pas mis 
en cause, dans des cas d’implication «formelle», mais ce dernier mode, en 
raison des differences de degre et de perfection, peut etre dit aussi « eminent»! 

Et cette maniere de contenir formellement est encore dite une maniere de contenir emi- 
nemment, puisquelle se trouve dans un degr£ plus haut et plus eleve 67 . 


Linclusion eminente apparait done en deux occurrences: soit au sens premier 
de ce qui est eminent et non formel {solum virtualiter ), soit au sens que Ton 
vient de dire, cest-a-dire comme subdivision du formel. 


65) « Secunda opinio duo asserit. Primum quod anima sensitiva formaliter includit gradum vege- 
tandi in communi acceptum, et rationalis gradum sentiendi et vegetandi. Secundum quod anima 
sensitiva includit formaliter animam vegetativam in speciali, et anima rationalis animam vegeta- 
tivam et sensitivam, ita ut quelibet anima sensitiva sit formaliter anima vegetativa et anima 
rationalis sit formaliter anima vegetativa et sensitiva» (Antoine Rubio, Antonii Ruvio Rodensis 
[...] commentarii , II, c. 3, qu. 2, P 137). 

66) «Exemplum posterioris modi est animal continens perfectionem vegetativam plantis, quia 
proprias operationes eius praestare potest secundum rationem univocam, per virtutem quam 
habet in se formaliter et nobiliori modo quam ipsa [...]» (op. cit., P 138). 

67) «[...] et iste modus continendi formaliter dicitur etiam modus continendi eminenter, cum sit 
in gradu altiori et elevatiori» (ibid., P 138). 
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Qu’ en retient notre auteur ? Immediatement apres expose la these de l’in- 
clusion formelle, il avait deja indique que telle etait la position dominante, et 
aussi la sienne propre: « C’est la doctrine deja commune parmi les contempo- 
rains et elle doit etre tenue par nous comme la plus probable » 68 . Les develop- 
pements ulterieurs precisent cette position mais ne la remettent pas en cause. 
En ce qui concerne Tame rationnelle, elle contient «utrumque gradum et 
utramque animam » de fa$on a la fois formelle et eminente, au second sens de 
l’eminence. 

La position est assurement assez complexe. Lauteur veut eviter tout reduc- 
tionnisme des fonctions. En meme temps, l’homme est formellement et essen- 
tiellement animal et vivant, et pour cela il nest pas d’autre forme substantielle 
que Tame rationnelle. On comprend que le professeur de la Societe de Jesus se 
soit differencie, fut-ce avec prudence, de Thomas d’Aquin: il ne s’agit pas 
d’inclusion dite «virtuelle», qui supposerait quelque chose qui soit formelle¬ 
ment different; la priorite nest pas, a partir de la diversite des objets et des 
operations, d’accentuer la difference des puissances. Mon propos n est pas ici 
d’accentuer Tecart avec la tradition thomiste, meme si elle est suggeree par 
Rubio lui-meme, et celui-ci ne s’aventure pas dans l’exploration d’une relation 
instrumentale. Mais meme quelqu’un comme lui parait marque par une evo¬ 
lution qui se manifeste par la presentation de cette doctrine « commune parmi 
les recentiores », nonobstant les precisions supplementaires destinees a « recupe- 
rer» l’idee d’eminence. C’est une tendance a la simplification et a Taccentua- 
tion de l’unite d’une meme ame differenciee seulement par ses operations qui 
se manifeste encore ici. 

Parmi les Jesuites, Francois Suarez donnera lui aussi, sans equivoque, la 
priorite a 1’afRrmation de l’unite: « Sit tamen conclusio: eadem numero anima 
est principium intelligendi, sentiendi et vegetandi in homine » 69 . 

Descartes 

La doctrine cartesienne prolonge elle aussi, mais plus nettement, cette ten¬ 
dance reperee des le xrv^ siecle. Certes, les differences sont manifestes, et bien 
connues. La premiere est le refus de l’idee de «forme substantielle»; cela 
vaut pour la physique, mais a plus forte raison pour la question du rapport 
entre fame et le corps. Il est vrai que dans les Regies pour la direction de Vesprit , 


68) «Haec est iam communis sententia inter Recentiores et tamquam probabilior a nobis 
tenenda» (ibid., f* 137). 

69) Francisco Suarez, Commentaria una cum questionibus in libros Aristotelis de aninuty introduc- 
cion y edicion critica Salvador Castellote, 3 vol. (Madrid, 1978, 1981, 1991), p. 322. 
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Descartes utilise le verbe informare , mais par la suite on ne retrouvera plus de 
telles expressions. Descartes prone l’independance de Tame comme substance 
pensante, alors que pour Aristote la pensee ne saurait etre une substance. 
Enfin, si la notion aristotelicienne d’ame faisait le partage entre le vivant et le 
non-vivant, id la vie est justiciable d’une explication purement mecanique 70 . 
On retrouve neanmoins d’etranges similitudes concernant Tidentite a soi 
d’une meme ame qui sent et pense. 

De fa^on generate, Descartes entreprend dans la regie XII un travail sur les 
schemas issus de la psychologie scolaire 71 , telle qu il Pa re$ue de l’enseignement 
jesuite, au point de proposer une theorie des facultes incluant Pintellect, l’ima- 
gination, les sens et la memoire. II ne m’interesse pas ici de me demander si cet 
heritage va ensuite disparaitre ou non de la doctrine cartesienne, seulement de 
voir comment, dans ce cadre, la reinterpretation cartesienne accentue certai- 
nes lignes ^interpretation de cette tradition. 

Descartes suppose a la tradition aristotelicienne de la pluralite des ames, 
et en toute rigueur, a la lettre, aucune variante ne trouverait grace a ses 
yeux: pour lui «ame» est un nom equivoque puisqu’il inclut les puissances 
vegetatives et sensitives des animaux; mais il affirme en meme temps, confor- 
mement precise-t-il & la doctrine de PEglise catholique (que ne manquaient 
d’ailleurs pas de rappeler en la matiere les Jesuites tels que Rubio), que chez 
Thomme il s’agit d’une seule et meme ame: «En l’homme Tame est unique, 
a savoir rationnelle» 72 ; c’est pourquoi il prefere employer le terme de mens , 
esprit. 

Descartes modifie profondement la theorie des sens, en separant ce qui 
releve du corps et ce qui releve de Tesprit; il transforme aussi la theorie du sens 
commun, presente comme une autre partie du corps 73 , ainsi que la conception 
de Timagination, qui est egalement une vraie partie du corps: 


Il faut se representer troisiemement que le sens commun fonctionne a son tour comme un 
cachet, destine & imprimer ces figures ou idees, qui sous une forme pure et sans corps lui 


70) Voir Lettre ci Henri More du 30 juillet 1640, dans Descartes, Correspondance janvier 1640-juin 
1643 , ed. C. Adam & P. Tannery, vol. Ill (Paris, 1996), p. 182. 

71) Voir Marion, Jean-Luc, Sur I’ontologie grise de Descartes (Paris, 2000). 

72) «Anima in homine unica est, nempe rationalise Voir Descartes, Lettres a Regius , de mai 
1641, ed. Adam & Tannery, vol. Ill, p. 369-370; et p. 371-375: ici, p. 371. 

73) Voir Descartes, Regulae ad directionem ingenii , ed. Adam & Tannery, vol. X (Paris, 1996), 
r. XII, p. 413-414: «[...] dum sensus externus movetur ab objecto, figuram quam recipit deferri 
ad aliam quamdam corporis partem, quae vocatur ensus communis [...]». Au contraire Aristote 
niait «quil existe un organe sensoriel special pour les sensibles communs» (De I’dme, 425 a 13-14). 
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parviennent des sens externes, le lieu oil il les imprime comme en une cire etant la fantaisie 
ou imagination; et que cette fantaisie est une veritable partie du corps [.. .] 74 . 


En contrepartie toutefois, il montre, en etudiant le role de ces differentes 
facultes dans la connaissance, que tout repose sur l’unite d’une force purement 
spirituelle: 


Elle est cette seule et meme force dont on dit, si elle s’applique avec 1’imagination au 
sens commun, qu’elle voit, qu’elle touche, etc.; si elle s’applique a l’imagination seule, en 
tant que celle-ci est couverte de diverses figures, qu’elle se souvient; si elle s’applique a elle 
pour en creer de nouvelles, qu’elle imagine ou qu’elle se represente; si enfin elle agit seule, 
qu’elle comprend [...]. Et cette meme force re^oit le nom, conformement a ces diverses 
fonctions, tantot d’entendement pur, tantot d’imagination, tantot de memoire, tantot de 
sens [.. .] 75 . 

Descartes en vient de ce fait a recuser la notion la notion de « parties », objet 
chez les successeurs d’Aristote de bien des discussions, mais finalement admise 
par tous en sens divers: 


De plus, les facultes de connaitre, de vouloir, de sentir, de connaitre, etc., ne peuvent etre 
dites ses parties parce que c’est un seul et meme esprit qui veut, qui sent, qui connait 76 . 


C’est une seule et meme force qui, s’appliquant a tel organe, voit, c’est elle qui 
se rappelle, c’est elle qui imagine ou con$oit, c’est elle qui intellige. C’est pour- 
quoi, alors que d’un certain point de vue sens, sens commun, imagination, 


74) «Tertio concipiendum est, sensum communem fungi etiam vice sigilli ad easdem figuras vel 
ideas, a sensibus externis puras et sine corpore venientes, in phantasia vel imaginatione veluti in 
cera formandas; atque hanc fantasiam esse veram partem corporis; atque hanc phantasiam esse 
veram partem corporis, & tantae magnitudinis, vt diverse ejus portiones plures figuras ab invi- 
cem distinctas induere possint» (Descartes, Regulae ad directionem ingenii , ed. Adam & Tannery, 
vol. X, 1996, p. 414; Rene Descartes, Regies pour la direction de 1’esprit, trad. J. Brunschwig, 
preface, dossier et glossaire par K.S. Ong-Vac-Cung (Paris, 2002), p. 135). 

75) «Atque vna & eadem est vis, quae, si applicet se cum imaginatione ad sensum communem, 
dicitur videre, tangere, &c.; si ad imaginationem solam vt diversis figuris indutam, dicitur remi- 
nisci; si ad eandem vt novas fingat, dicitur imaginari vel concipere; si denique sola agat, dicitur 
intelliger [...] Et eadem etiam idcirco juxta has functiones diversas vocatur vel intellectus purus, 
vel imaginatio, vel memoria, vel sensus [...]» ( Regulae , ed. Adam & Tannery, vol. XI, p. 415-416). 

76) « Neque etiam facultates volendi, sentiendi, intelligendi &c. eius partes dici possunt quia una 
& eadem mens est quae vult, quae sentit, quae intelligit» (Descartes, Meditationes deprima philo¬ 
sophy ed. Adam & Tannery, vol. VII (Paris, 1996), p. 86; Descartes, Meditations metaphysiques , 
trad. M. Beyssade (Paris, 1990), p. 247). 
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sont des parties du corps (et Descartes ira jusqu’a tenter de les localiser), d’un 
autre point de vue rien n’empeche de dire que c’est un seule et meme esprit qui 
sent, imagine ou con^oit. 

En retravaillant la psychologie des facultes dans les Regies pour la direction de 
Resprit , c’est a une tradition en elle-meme tres diversifiee, telle que Pavaient 
rassemblee les textes jesuites les plus detailles comme ceux de Rubio ou de 
Suarez, mais aussi les manuels scolaires, que Descartes se confronte. Au sein de 
cette tradition, il accentue, au point de les retourner plus ou moins consciem- 
ment contre cette tradition elle-meme, des tendances qui, apparues au xiv* 
siecle, etaient encore fortement presentes dans le debat du xvi e et du debut du 
xvu e siecle. 

En verite, dans cette histoire, comme souvent, les fils se croisent. Jean Buri- 
dan commente le Traite de Rdme en philosophe qui travaille dans le cadre du 
corpus aristotelicien. Mais discutant avec Jean de Jandun, qui avait accentue la 
distinction entre la forme qui donne I’etre et la forme operante ou d’operation, 
Jean Buridan defend une conception de Punite de Pame qui doit beaucoup, 
me semble-t-il, aPaugustinisme, autant qua l’aristotelisme au sens strict: c’est 
la doctrine de Pame, force spirituelle unique usant des organes et dispositions 
corporelles comme d’instruments. Sans doute entre les deux termes de cette 
sequence, entre Buridan et Descartes, y a-t-il une rencontre conceptuelle 
imprevue plus qu’une tradition textuelle averee. II n en reste pas moins que 
Pinflexion buridanienne, tissant entre eux d’une nouvelle maniere, ainsi qu’il 
vient d’etre rappele, des fils aristoteliciens et augustiniens, ne se retrouve pas 
seulement chez quelques emules; elle marque plus profondement le debat, elle 
est interiorisee dans des courants concurrents, elle donne une impulsion qui se 
retrouve dans les textes les plus varies - et c’est pourquoi j’ai souhaite en mar- 
quer l’echo dans le contrepoint pose a la le^on thomiste, lisible dans certains 
textes jesuites. De Pun a l’autre, on peut bien suivre le fil de ces debats sur le 
theme de Punite des differentes puissances de l’arne entre elles, et de Punite de 
l’arne avec ses facultes. 
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Abstract 

In his Repastinatio ... Lorenzo Valla launched a heavy attack on Aristotelian-scholastic 
thought. While most of this book is devoted to metaphysics, language and argumenta¬ 
tion, Valla also incorporates chapters on the soul and natural philosophy. Using as 
criteria good Latin, common sense and common observation, he rejected much of 
standard Aristotelian teaching on the soul, replacing the hylopmorphic account of the 
scholastics by an Augustinian one. In this article his arguments on the souls autonomy, 
nobility and independency from the body are studied and analysed. His critique of 
Aristotle’s opinions on natural phenomena as being untrue to what we observe will 
also be briefly studied. His arguments do not show him always to be deep or consistent 
thinker, but the critical review of Aristotelian philosophy proceeds from some philo¬ 
sophically interesting assumptions. Moreover, from a broader historical perspective his 
undermining of Aristode s authority may be regarded as a contribution to the final 
demise of the Aristotelian paradigm, even though the humanist critique was just one 
factor in this process. 

Keywords 

Lorenzo Valla, soul, humanism, Augustianianism 


1. Introduction: An Archcritic of Aristotelian Philosophy in our Midst? 

Today one no longer needs to excuse bringing humanism into a discussion on 
Aristotelian traditions regarding the scientia de anima} Humanists contrib- 


1} See Dennis Des Chene, Life's Form. Late Aristotelian Conceptions of the Soul (Ithaca, N.Y, 
2000), 11 n. 3 on the term “ scientia de anima . The term “psychologic? was coined by the Ger¬ 
man humanist Joannes Thomas Freigius in 1573 (Kathleen Park and Eckhard Kessler, “The 
Concept of Psychology”, in The Cambridge History of Renaissance Philosophy , ed. C. Schmitt, 
Q. Skinner and E. Kessler (Cambridge/New York, 1988), 455-463, 455. 
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uted significantly to the rediscovery, dissemination and understanding of a 
great number of important texts on natural philosophy, medicine, and math¬ 
ematics. Through textual studies, they also influenced scientific practices and 
techniques, as well as fostered new ideas on scientific methodology. 2 Human¬ 
ists interested in Aristotelian psychology turned to the Greek text of the De 
anima, New translations were made, though older ones, particularly that of 
William of Moerbeke, remained in use. 3 They also explored the ancient com¬ 
mentary tradition on Aristotle, editing and translating the works of, for exam¬ 
ple, Philoponus, Simplicius and Themistius. 

Lorenzo Valla (1406-1457), however, is not generally associated with natu¬ 
ral philosophy or psychology. Certainly, Valla was one of the most important 
humanists of Quattrocento Italy. His Elegantiae linguae Latinae became an 
international bestseller and gave the humanist programme some of its most 
trenchant and combative formulations. Valla has long been understood to be 
an extremely hostile critic of all things Aristotelian—someone who accused 
the entire natio peripatetica of presenting a skewed picture of the supernatural 
and natural world, and of man. This picture, he implied, was based on their 
complete misunderstanding of Latin and of the workings of language more 
generally. Valla thus attacked the Aristotelian-scholastic tradition tout court , 
disproving of their language, methods and approaches. 4 


2) See Ann Blair and Anthony Grafton, “Reassessing Humanism and Science”, Journal of the 
History of Ideas 53 (1992) 529-540, and Anthony Grafton and Nancy Siraisi, “Introduction”, in 
Natural Particulars. Nature and the Disciplines in Renaissance Europe, ed. A. Grafton and N. Sir¬ 
aisi (Cambridge, 1999), 1-21, for a resume of the historiographical debates, with further litera¬ 
ture. For an excellent survey see Luca Bianchi, “Continuity and Change in the Aristotelian 
Tradition”, in The Cambridge Companion to Renaissance Philosophy , ed. J. Hankins (Cambridge, 
2007), 49-71, as well as his Studi sulPAristotelismo del Rinascimento (Padua, 2003). Cf. also Ste¬ 
phen Menn, “The Intellectual Setting”, in The Cambridge History of Seventeenth-Century Philoso¬ 
phy, ed. Daniel Garbers and Michael Ayers (Cambridge/New York, 1998), 33-86, esp. 78 
n. 35. 

3) Eugenio Garin, “Le traduzioni umanistiche di Aristotele nel secolo XV”, Atti dellAccademia 
fiorentina discienze morali ‘La Colombaria \G (1951) 55-104; Ferdinand E. Cranz, “Perspectives 
de la Renaissance sur le ‘De Anima”, Platon et Aristote a la Renaissance: XVIe Colloque interna¬ 
tional de Tours (Paris, 1976), 359-76; Charles B. Schmitt, Aristotle and the Renaissance (Cam¬ 
bridge, 1983), 64-88; Ferdinand E. Cranz and Charles B. Schmitt, A Bibliography of Aristotle 
Editions , 1501-1600, 2nd ed. (Baden-Baden, 1984), 165-67; Park and Kessler, “Concept of 
Psychology”, 458. In the fifteenth century De anima was translated by the Byzantine emigres 
George of Trebizond and Johannes Argyropoulos; at least five more translations into Latin fol¬ 
lowed in the sixteenth century. 

4) A critical discussion of Valias programme is presented in my forthcoming book In Defense of 
Common Sense. Lorenzo Valias Humanist Critique of Scholastic Philosophy (I Tatti Studies in 
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Although such an attitude, which is not only specifically anti-Aristotelian 
but also generally anti-philosophical, may not initially seem useful for consid¬ 
ering transformations in Aristotelian psychology, there are several reasons why 
it is interesting to bring Valla into the picture. Valla did in fact write about the 
soul—namely in the context of his attacks on Aristotelian-scholastic thought. 
As he himself observes, his reformation of Aristotelian metaphysics and dialec¬ 
tics had to include moral and natural philosophy; indeed the chapter on natu¬ 
ral philosophy in his Dialectica is among the longest in the work. 5 These are not 
the most widely studied parts of Valias corpus, and it is worthwhile to explore 
both his treatment of these themes and their relationship to his broader critical 
aims. My contribution, however, is limited to his remarks on the soul. 

Various scholars have argued that Valias criticisms of Aristotelian natural 
philosophy helped pave the way for innovation in the philosophy and science 
of the later Renaissance. For instance, Charles Trinkaus has stressed the nature 
of Valias empiricism, which appeals to common sense and observation. 
Though careful to avoid securing “a place for Valla in the history of natural 
science”, Trinkaus concedes that Valla, “does have a place as part of the inter¬ 
nal dissidence within the dominant natural philosophy of his own age, the late 
middle ages and the Renaissance”. 6 Other scholars have located Valla more 
firmly within the tradition of dissident thinkers, which finally culminated in 
the rise of the new science of the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
Gianni Zippel thus has suggested that Valla foreshadowed Renaissance natu¬ 
ralism in formulating positions which “prelude late-Renaissance solutions of 
Telesio”. 7 Zippel views Valias position as “the first conscious anticipation in 


Renaissance History I, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass., March 2009). This article 
is based on parts of chapter 4. Some of the same ground is covered in Lodi Nauta, “Lorenzo 
Valla’s Critique of Aristotelian Psychology”, Vivarium 41 (2003), 120-143. I shall refrain from 
giving extensive documentation here. See esp. C. Vasoli, La dialettica e la retorica delTUmanesimo 
(Milan, 1968), 28-77, P. Mack, Renaissance Argument. Renaissance Argument. Valla and Agricola 
in the Traditions of Rhetoric and Dialectic (Leiden, 1993), M. Laffranchi, Dialettica e filosofia in 
Lorenzo Valla (Milan, 1999); L. Nauta, “William of Ockham and Lorenzo Valla: False Friends. 
Semantics and Ontological Reduction”, Renaissance Quarterly 36 (2003), 613-651; idem, “Val¬ 
la’s Critique”; idem, “Lorenzo Valla and the Rise of Humanist Dialectic”, in The Cambridge 
Companion to Renaissance Philosophy, ed. J. Hankins (Cambridge/New York, 2007), 193-210. 

5) Valla, Repastinatio dialectice et philosophic , ed. Gianni Zippel, Padua 1982, 2 vols (= Valla 
1982), vol. I, 7. 

6) Charles Trinkaus, “Lorenzo Valla’s Anti-Aristotelian Natural Philosophy”, I Tatti Studies. 
Essays in the Renaissance 5 (1993), 279-325, 322. 

7) Zippel’s introduction to Valla 1982,1, cxviii (“la prima consapevole anticipazione storica del 
pensiero di Bacone”). 
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history of Bacons thought”, and claims that his interests in natural science 
were based “on a very precise inductive and experimental approach ”. 8 Not dis¬ 
similarly, Riccardo Fubini placed Valias Repastinatio in the tradition of “la via 
delfempirismo razionalistico moderno”, despite admitting its limited influ¬ 
ence on Valias contemporaries. This “road of modern rationalist empiricism... 
only much later in the age of Bacon and Descartes, would become the ambi¬ 
tious foundation of the New Science of knowledge ”. 9 

Valla has been linked not only to later developments in the Renaissance, 
but also to the so-called critical tendencies in later medieval thought, 
especially the nominalism of William of Ockham. Indeed, it has become 
something of an orthodoxy to call Valla a “nominalist” and an “Ockhamist” 
on account of his simple ontology and his critique of abstract terms. More¬ 
over, Valias account of the soul has been linked to Ockham, since both seem 
to reject species as a kind of intermediary in the process of cognition . 10 

The nature of Valias general programme—an anti-philosophical crusade 
against the Aristotelian-scholastic worldview—is also valuable to the under¬ 
standing of Aristotelian psychology because his agenda is carried out using 
some philosophically interesting ideas and approaches. After all, the history of 
philosophy is shaped not only by its practitioners but also by its critics. A 
modern historian can acknowledge and analyse ideas without necessarily 
endorsing them. Valias strategy is to attack what he considers the “ funda - 
menta of the Aristotelian edifice . 11 This does not require an examination of 
each and every stone. Rather, for him it is sufficient to demonstrate that the 
foundations of the edifice are highly unstable; they were built upon the quick¬ 
sand of a language and methodology largely unrelated to the ways in which 
people normally view and describe the world. Valla therefore strives to present 
an alternative to that scholastic approach, which he finds abstract, theoretical 
and rather unscientific. He wants to study words, propositions and argumen¬ 
tations as they occur in real life situations, understanding each in the original 


8) Zippel’s introduction to Valla 1982, I, cxviii and cxviii-cxx (“una piu precisa impostazione 
induttiva e sperimentale della ricerca”). 

9) Riccardo Fubini, “Contributo per l’interpretazione della Dialectica di Lorenzo Valla”, in 
Filosofia e scienza classica, arabo-latina medievale e I’eta modema , ed. G. F. Vescovini (Louvain-la- 
Neuve, 1999), 289-316, 316 (“via dell’empirismo razionalistico moderno”). 

10) Trinkaus, “Valias Anti-Aristotelian Natural Philosophy”, 301. For criticisms of this interpre¬ 
tation of Valla as a nominalist see Lodi Nauta, “William of Ockham and Lorenzo Valla” and 
idem, In Defense of Common Sense, ch. 1-3. 

n) See e.g. the title of the second version Reconcinnatio totius dialectice et fundamentorum univer¬ 
salis philosophie. Valias text is extant in three versions (see below, section 2). 
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context from which it derives its meaning and function. 12 The basis for Valias 
rejection of scholastic thought is thus two-fold: valid human knowledge 
requires both a common sense picture of the world and a language—that is, 
good classical Latin—which possesses all the resources and refinement neces¬ 
sary to describe that world. The latter, at least, was fairly typical of humanist 
tastes. 

Significantly, Valias objective was more than merely aesthetic; it constituted 
a serious philosophical message: the linguistic basis of law, theology, philoso¬ 
phy and in fact of all intellectual activities. The programme accordingly 
attempts to make the study of language into an incisive tool, one able to 
expose all manner of errors and misunderstandings. Valla also assumes that the 
use of language is far from harmless, since it is essential to thinking and writ¬ 
ing. Consequently, whoever misunderstands either words or their use will 
inevitably fall prey to muddled thinking and empty theorizing. It is not neces¬ 
sary to agree with this as a diagnosis of scholastic thought, to allow that Valias 
position is philosophically relevant. 

This discussion of the soul is but one of the many questions and issues raised 
by Valias position. The account is neither terribly profound nor relatively orig¬ 
inal. It is not even a particularly representative example of his general pro¬ 
gramme: the binding of philosophical speculation to what the senses can 
register and to that which a particular language—namely, classical Latin—can 
express through grammar. Nevertheless it contains some thought-provoking 
arguments and ideas. Valias thorough simplification of the traditional picture 
may be regarded as one type of answer to the Aristotelian paradigm: one can 
also reform a paradigm by simply ignoring the questions and issues which 
form its core (which is not to say that this was Valias only tactic.) 

Before turning our focus to Valias discussion of the soul, it may be helpful 
to introduce his Dialectica , in which his critique of Aristotelian-scholastic phi¬ 
losophy is mainly found. 


2. Valla’s Dialectica 

Valla began his Dialectica in Pavia in the early 1430s; the first version is enti¬ 
tled Repastinatio dialectice et philosophic (the recultivating or resowing of the 


12) See Nauta, “Lorenzo Valla and the Rise of Humanist Dialectic”, and idem, In Defense of Com¬ 
mon Sense. 
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traditional ground of dialectic and philosophy). 13 The work is no less ambi¬ 
tious than its title suggests. In Book I Valla attempts to undermine Aristotelian- 
scholastic metaphysics by criticising a number of its fundamental tenets. Some 
of the precepts which come under particular fire from Valla include: the ten 
categories—substance, and the nine accidental ones, including quality, quan¬ 
tity and relation); the six transcendental terms such as “good”, “one” and 
“true”; concepts—the predicables, such as genus and species, by which a thing 
can be defined and placed in the so-called tree of Porphyry; form and matter, 
and act and potency. According to Valla, whenever these terms, concepts, and 
distinctions are couched in ungrammatical or even rebarbative Latin, they 
complicate and confuse one’s understanding of the world, rather than enlighten 
or clarify it. Valla maintains that one’s understanding should be based on com¬ 
mon sense and expressed in good, classical Latin. Book I further includes chap¬ 
ters on material and spiritual substance. The former constitute a critique of 
Aristotelian natural philosophy; the latter treat God, the soul and the virtues. 

Valla follows this analysis with an attempt in Books II and III to convert the 
formal scholastic study of Aristotelian logic into a rhetorical-grammatical dia¬ 
lectic, one tailored to the practical needs of public debate, communication 
and argumentation. Seeking to considerably extend the range of admissible 
arguments, Valla draws upon Cicero, Quintilian and the Roman ideal of the 
orator. Accordingly, he is less concerned with the formal validity of argumen¬ 
tation, which he finds rather narrow if not insipid, and more concerned with 
its practical efficacy. Does it convince its audience? Thus Valla rejects the for¬ 
mal approach of the scholastics in favour of a dialectic based on real language, 
on arguments studied in context. And what counts as context for Valla is far 
more expansive than the single sentence structure of the scholastic example. 

He continued to work on the Dialectica , undertaking a major revision in 
the 1440s while at the court of King Alfonso of Aragon. A second revision was 
cut short by Valla’s death in 1457. None of the three surviving versions of the 
text achieved a breadth of circulation remotely comparable to that of Valla’s 
handbook on Latin, the Elegantiae linguae Latinae. Nevertheless, Book I of the 
Dialectica —or Repastinatio as I prefer to call it, after the first version—is of 
special relevance for our purposes. 14 

13) Or perhaps rather: “cutting back”, “weeding out”, “ repastinatio ” being used in this sense by 
Tertullian in his Exhortatio castitatis\ noticed by Erika Rummel, The Humanist-Scholastic Debate 
in the Renaissance and the Reformation (Cambridge, 1995), 156. 

14) For the text see Zippel’s edition. Vol. 1 (pp. 1-356) contains Valla’s third version, including a 
critical apparatus which lists variant readings from the second version. Vol. 2 (pp. 357-598) 
contains the first version. 
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Here, employing an alternative ontology—a rather grand word which he 
would strongly dislike—Valla challenges that of the scholastics. His own is 
very simple: the world consists of things; these things can be analysed as sub¬ 
stances with their respective qualities and acts. 15 The primary things, therefore, 
are not substances, since substance cannot exist by itself; it is always already 
informed by quality. These are called things (res) by Valla, a simple common 
word which he obviously likes. The three categories into which a thing can be 
analysed are also called things: quality is a thing, action is a thing and sub¬ 
stance is a thing. Hence, “thing” is a transcendental term, transcending the 
categories; in fact, it is the only transcendental term: the other five or six— 
good, one, being, and so forth—can all be reduced to thing. 16 To another basic 
division, that between body and soul (or spirit), Valla adds a third class which 
he calls “animal”, consisting of both and rather similar to the Aristotelian 
notion of the composite. 17 

Valla does not arrive at this picture by systematically reviewing all of the 
doctrines of the scholastics, but by assuming that language gives us a direct 
approach to the world. Behind his triad—substance, quality and action— 
clearly lie the grammatical categories of noun, adjective and adverb, and verb. 
Hence, there is no need for other accidental categories such as relation, quan¬ 
tity, place or time. Grammatically, these too are qualities of things. Thus being 
two meters tall is a quality, as is being white or a father. This conclusion leads 
Valla to explore in detail the multifarious ways through which things are talked 
about, and many observations he makes here are pertinent and interesting. 18 

Not that there is a simple one to one relationship between language and the 
world. Valla notes many instances where the superficial grammar of an expres¬ 
sion can mislead; a verb, for instance does not always refer to an action. And 
when one states that qualities are things which “are present to the substance”, 
this wrongly suggests that they can exist apart from one another, but, Valla 
says, “we cannot speak otherwise”. 19 In general, however, the grammatical and 
semantical features of classical Latin offer reliable guidelines for expressing our 
views of the world, ourselves and our beliefs. In Valias mind the Latin of the 


15) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 46-50, 110-115, 127-134, 134-156, and in fact passim. For a good 
discussion see Mack, Renaissance Argument, 22-116. A more extensive treatment can be found in 
chapters 1-3 of my In Defense of Common Sense. 

16) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 11-21. 

17) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 49, 422-424. 

18) See esp. Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 134-156. 

19) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 365. 
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great authors of antiquity is closely connected with the common speech of the 
people (populus). I shall not discuss his rationale, 20 but it is important to realise 
that, for Valla, classical Latin is not only a language suited for higher intellec¬ 
tual and literary pursuits such as oratory, poetry and composition, but also an 
instrument for speaking, writing and thinking about the world in general. It 
is semantically precise, syntactically complex and rich in vocabulary. Whoever 
lacks this facultas loquendi is bound to go wrong in speaking, writing and 
thinking. 21 Throughout the discussion, Valla lets himself be ruled by this idea 
that good Latin is the perfect vehicle for expressing our common worldview, 
assuming that what common sense tells us is plain enough. 


3. Valla’s Discussion of the Soul 

Having sketched some of Valias main ideas, it is now possible to consider his 
discussion of the soul. This, together with his chapter on God, consitutes 
Valias account of “incorporeal substance” (or spirit), which is followed by a 
long discussion of “corporeal substance” (body). Valla advances an under¬ 
standing of God and the soul that is strikingly similar to his representation of 
a thing—by definition, consisting of substance, quality and action. Thus, as 
Valla says in the first version of his work, God is divine substance—the three 
Persons of which can be called qualities. 22 Such a formulation could easily lead 
to accusations of Sabellian heresy, according to which each Person of the Trin¬ 
ity is merely a mode or aspect of the one Godhead. Though it was not his 
intention to give support to heretical views, Valla was duly lined up by later 
critics of Trinitarian theology such as Lelio Sozzini. 

The same model of substance-plus-qualities is applied to the soul. 23 Valla 
compares both God and the soul to the sun—a favourite and traditional 


20) See Mirko Tavoni, Latino, grammatica, volgare: Storia di una questione umanistica (Padua, 
1984), Silvia Rizzo, Ricerche sul latino umanistico (Rome, 2002) Mariangela Regoliosi, “Le Ele- 
gantie del Valla come ‘grammatica 5 antinormativa”, Studi di grammatica italiana 19 (2000), 
315-336, and Nauta, In Defense of Common Sense (“Conclusion”). 

21) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 5, 145, 278 and elsewhere. 

22) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 402-408. For Valla’s controversial ideas on the Trinity see Salvatore 
Camporeale, Lorenzo Valla: Umanesimo e teobgia (Florence, 1972); Charles Trinkaus, “Lorenzo 
Valla on the Problem of Speaking about the Trinity”, The Journal of the History of Ideas 57 (1996) 
27-53, and Nauta, In Defense of Common Sense , ch. 6. 

23) For his chapter on the soul see Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 59-73 (second and third version) and 
408-419 (first version). I shall not treat the differences between them here. 
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analogy. 24 The sun is substance with three essential qualities (or, as Valla pre¬ 
fers to say, natural qualities): vibration, light and heat. These qualities are also 
found in the three Persons of the Trinity, as well as in the human soul—the 
three essential qualities of which are memory, reason and will. The activities of 
the soul are thus compared to the vibrating and radiant beams of the sun by 
which things are grasped, illuminated and heated: 25 


sun 

vibratus 

lux 

ardor 

soul 

memory 

reason 

will 

God 

eternitas 

sapientia 

bonitas 


Using this model and argument, Valla stresses that the soul is a substance, not 
a quality. As he says: a substance—that is, a composite thing—is made of mat¬ 
ter and form, and the soul is likewise a substance, being made of body (or 
rather essence) and form. 26 

Valla thus does not accept the Aristotelian definition of the soul as “the 
substance ( ousia) in the sense of the form of a natural body having life poten¬ 
tially within it” (“necessarium animam usiam esse, ut speciem corporis natu- 
ralis potentia vitam habentis”). Though Valla quotes the definition, he does 
not really discuss it. This definition, however, was absolutely fundamental to 
the scholastics. Each word, as one scholar recently said, became “a site of con¬ 
tention, a point of heresy dividing one school from another”. 27 In Valias 
account, form is the same as quality and the soul is simply not a quality—not 
of a human or an animal being; calling it a substantial form would not change 


24) On the place of the sun in Renaissance thinking, see Eugenio Garin, La cultura filosofica del 
Rinascimento italiano (Florence, 1961), 432-441; Charles Trinkaus, “Italian Humanism and 
Scholastic Theology”, in Renaissance Humanism: Foundations , Forms and Legacy , 3 vols., ed. 
Albert Rabil, Jr., (Philadelphia, 1988). Mario Fois, Ilpensiero cristiano di Lorenzo Valla nelquadro 
storico-culturale del suo ambiente (Rome, 1969), 341 points to Tertullian, Lactantius and St Basil 
as possible sources. 

25) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 71 and 410. 

26) Valla, Repastinatio , 46: “Quod cum ita sit, primum predicamentum (ut Boetio libuit) vocetur 
substantia’. Nam corpus e materia constat et forma, sive essentia et qualitate, et item animam 
constare confitendum est”. Cf. 113: “et usitatius multoque accomodatius est vocabulum ‘quali- 
tas’ quam ‘forma’, sicut ‘essentia’ quam ‘materia’”. In spite of Valla’s sensitivity to words, he 
struggles with “metaphysical” terms such as substance, essence, matter and quality: in the first 
version he talks of a thing in terms of “consubstance” existing of substance and quality; in the 
later versions this becomes substance existing of essence and quality. 

27) Des Chene, Life’s Form , 68 on De anima 4l2a20. 
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that fact. 28 This argument raises the question of the nature of the relationship 
between substance and quality: is the soul identical with its qualities—that is, 
with its powers—or are they ontologically distinct? The scholastics themselves 
were divided on this point. Augustinians had initially argued that the differ¬ 
ence between the soul and its powers is merely verbal; the soul being identical 
to its powers, these names refer only to the diverse actions of a single entity. 
Once the writings of Avicenna and Averroes became known, scholastic authors 
began to accept the notion of an essential distinction between the soul and its 
powers. Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas, for instance, described them 
as substance and its qualities or as essence and its accidents. 29 Nominalists, 
however, generally maintained the Augustinian line that no real difference 
exists. 30 

Though his overall approach is more Augustinian than Aristotelian, Valias 
description of the soul and its capacities as substance and its qualities unwit¬ 
tingly sides with Thomistic teachings against Ockhamist ones. Qualities can¬ 
not be absent from the substance, but are not identical with it. Nevertheless, 
Valla also says that it is one and the same soul which carries out all the func¬ 
tions assigned to its three powers: memory, reason and will. Memory, Valla 
says, comprehends and retains things. Reason examines and judges them. Will 
desires or rejects them. But, since one and the same soul does all this, it does 
in fact seem as though substance and quality are only different names for the 
souls different actions. 31 Valla does not draw out fully the consequences of 


28) Valla rejects the notion of substantial form (ed. Zippel, 112-113), but he too must formulate 
a kind of inseparability requirement in order to sort essential qualities out from accidental ones, 
which results in his distinction between “natural” and “non-natural” qualities (113). “Natural 
qualities” comprise both differentiae (in their strict sense: distinguishing species within a genus) 
and universal accidents, such as colour, shape, touch and weight. For his idea is that each thing 
must have some colour and shape, and hence be inseparable from its subject, just like heat in fire. 
But this coupling of different types of “natural qualities” is not unproblematic, for, unlike heat 
in fire, the existence of colour does not distinguish a species from other species: whiteness does 
not distinguish man from horse. Elsewhere, however, he gives the traditional, strict sense of dif¬ 
ferentia , viz. a quality which distinguishes a species from other species (169). See ch. 1 of my In 
Defense of Common Sense , and, more briefly, Mack, Renaissance Argument , 46-47. 

29) E.g. Albert the Great, De homine 1.73.2.2.2; Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae I-I, q. 77, 
art. 6 (“Utrum potentiae animae fluant ab eius essentia”). See Pius Kiinzle, Das Verhaltnis der 
Seele zu ihren Potenzen (Freiburg, 1956), 144-218. 

30) For Ockhams arguments concerning the soul and its faculties, see In Libros Sententiarum 
11.24 (Ockham 1981). Cf. Kathleen Park, “Alberts influence on late medieval psychology”, in 
Albertus Magnus and the Sciences , ed. J. A. Weisheipl (Toronto, 1980), 501-535, 517-519 and 
Des Chene, Life’s Form., 143-154 (on the late-scholastic debate). 

31) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 66, 75, 410. 



378 [ 156 ] 


L. Nauta / Vivarium 46 (2008) 368-391 


these various statements or of their apparent contradictions. He is very much 
concerned with the unity of the soul, yet he also speaks about its qualities in 
terms of autonomous powers which have the ability to act upon one another. 
The will, for instance, is said to teach the intellect—not the converse. 32 

Therefore Valla is certainly a dualist; soul and body are very different sub¬ 
stances. For this very reason Valla reacts against the Tree of Porphyry, which 
has substance at the top and its first differentiae as corporeal and incorporeal. 
Valla replaces this with multiple trees: one for body, another for soul, and even 
adds a third tree for “animal” which is the composite of the first two. 33 Valla 
must then account for how the gap between body and soul is bridged. The 
soul permeates the body, he says; it is present in the senses, in the heart and 
throughout the body. It is the soul that perceives. The soul (or rather its pow¬ 
ers) therefore influences the body. The will, for instance, provides the body 
with its warmth, while reason gives the body its ingenuous system of humours 
(solertam distributionem humorum ). 34 But the soul is also influenced by the 
body, e.g. a headache or drunkenness affects our mental capacities. When we 
are tired we become angry more easily. Valla does not delve far into how the 
two substances interact, which is hardly surprising given that to this day treat¬ 
ment of the subject remains tricky at best. But his contemporary philosophers 
did raise a question, one which Valla does not consider, concerning what the 
physiological dependency of the soul reveals about the ontological category in 
which it should be placed. 35 

Valla, however, does make it clear that the soul must not be considered in 
the same manner as one would an ordinary thing. For example, rest and move¬ 
ment are not terms we can apply to the soul, nor, for that matter, to God. 


32) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 411 and elsewhere. 

33) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 46-50. Though he makes some interesting points, Valias own pro¬ 
posal is not without its problems. 

34) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 71-72. 

35) See Kathleen Park, “The organic soul”, in The Cambridge History of Renaissance Philosophy , 
ed. C. Schmitt, Q. Skinner and E. Kessler (Cambridge/New York, 1988), 464-484,468 and Des 
Chene, Life's Form , 71. On the late-scholastic question of whether soul is substance or accident 
see Des Chene, Life's Form , 67-102. Valla makes a brief remark on the status of animal soul— 
namely that it cannot be a quality, for one may ask: a quality of what thing Therefore, it must 
be a substance, which implies that it is “created out of nothing, with divine aid”, rather than 
from “the potency of matter” (65:3-16, a section added only in the third version of the Repasti¬ 
natio). The idea that a soul (of whatever type) would depend on or arise out of material body was 
an anathema for Valla. In general, scholastics were less adverse to it, since they generally distin¬ 
guished between human soul (created by God) and other substantial forms (generated by natural 
processes). 
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(Accordingly, he finds the description of God as the unmoved mover both 
ridiculous and impious). The heart receives its vibration, perception and heat 
from the soul; hence the heart is moved more than any other part of the body 
and responsible for the diffusion of the heat, causing bodily effects. Neverthe¬ 
less, the soul itself is in neither rest nor movement. 36 

Yet even Valla cannot avoid terminology that treats the soul an object which 
is capable of various actions. Thus the soul, permeating throughout the body, 
is also present in the senses. Valla here emphasises that the soul can (and often 
does) actively participate in the process of perception, rather than being a 
mere passive recipient of an outside world acting upon it. He thus discusses 
the direction of perception: is it the power of the senses which actively go out 
to meet the objects (a position known as extramission) or, vice versa, are the 
objects sending forth their images to the (passive) senses (intramission). 37 Valla 
says that, because the soul is present in the senses, it is much easier for our soul 
to extend, by means of the eyes rays, to colours than it is for colours to come 
into the eyes. He clearly favours extramission, which he thinks does more 
justice to the autonomous status of the soul than the alternative theory. In 
spite of some ambiguous phrasing, Valla seems to suggest that the soul emits 
its rays via the eyes, which rays, when fallen on an object, are then reflected 
and received by the eye, the eye functioning as a kind of “mirror” {ad oculum 
velut ad speculum ). The soul then does not see the rays or images carried 
through the medium, but rather sees the object in its own place, and, the 
sharper and brighter the rays, the better the object is seen. This discussion does 
not employ the term “species” or “phantasm”. While the term “ imago ”, which 
Valla does infrequently use here, is taken over from Lactantius, it does not 
function in the same way. 

This choice of words may be a deliberate stratagem on Valias part. He 
neglects to mention species and phantasms, and ignores the entire panoply of 
souls and faculties. Valla rejects the existence of a plurality of souls, or as he 
says “the vegetative, sensitive, imaginative and rational souls”. 38 He further 


36) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 72. Valla criticises Aristotle here, but both were in fact quite aware 
of the danger of treating the soul as a thing. Before presenting his own theory of the soul, in 
book II of the De anima , Aristotle raised a number of pertinent questions in book I; he criticised 
Plato, for instance, for taking the soul to be a magnitude—not unlike the sort of criticism that 
Valla makes. 

37) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 155-156. Valias explanation is rather obscure; see Nauta, “Valla’s 
Critique”, and idem, In Defense of Common Sense , ch. 4. 

38) Repastinatio, ed. Zippel, 409. The separate mention of the “imaginative soul” is odd, since 
imagination, as one of the internal senses, belongs to the sensitive soul. 
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rejects the sensus communis , omitting such faculties as the vis aestimativa and 
imagination. 39 The result is an uncomplicated, Augustinian depiction of the 
soul as a wholly spiritual and immaterial substance which was made in the 
image of God, and, though it is a unity, consists of memory, intellect and will. 
This representation does not explain a number of processes, including sensa¬ 
tion and cognition. 

This Augustinian representation and his rejection of the vegetative and sen¬ 
sitive souls do have some noteworthy consequences for his ideas about the 
soul of animals, the soul of plants, and about cognition. Of these, the first 
seems to be the most significant. 

Men are not alone in possessing a rational soul; animals also do. 40 The 
debate over whether animals are capable of reason was, of course, longstand¬ 
ing. In classical Antiquity, as Richard Sorabji has shown, the case for animal 
reason was remarkably strong and diverse. Its arguments were based on the 
capacities which animals supposedly had in common with men—namely, per¬ 
ception, memory, preparation, emotion, some form of communicative speech, 
skills, virtues, vices and the liability to madness. 41 For Valla the case for animal 
reason was different. It follows from the unity of the soul. Since the capacities 
of the soul are so closely connected, and since animals—like humans—have a 
will and memory, they too must possess a rational soul. As is typical of Valla, 
he also supports his position by introducing linguistic considerations, quoting 
Quintilian, his favourite author. The Latin rhetor, arguing that “animals have 
thought and understanding to a certain extent”, had regarded speech as the 
main difference between man and animals. 42 Valla adds that logos had been 
confused by later philosophers who thought that “a-loga” means “without rea¬ 
son”, though initially it meant only “without speech”. The etymology of logos 
from lego (I speak, I say) is further evidence, says Valla. Thus, for him, the 
capacity to speak—rather than the predicate “rational”—distinguishes men 
from animals. 

This line of argument further implies that animal souls are also created by 
God—thus a substance created from nothing, and not fashioned from pre- 


39) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 73. 

40) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 67-68. 

41) Richard Sorabji, Animal minds and human morals: The origin of the Western debate (Ithaca, 
1993), 30-96. 

42) Quintilian, Institutio oratoria 2.16.15-16, transl. Russell 2001, vol. 1, 373. Valla presents the 
same argument in his gloss to Quintilian; see L. Valla, Le Postille allTnstituto Oratoria' di Quinti - 
liano, ed. L. Cesarini Martinelli and A. Perosa (Padua, 1996), 70, with the editors comment on 
pp. lvii-lviii. 
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existing material. Valla claims that all schools of philosophers have denied 
this. 43 But what then is the difference between human and animal souls? Valla 
answers that the former are directly inspired by God, having been made in his 
image; animal souls do not share this honour. Moreover, though animal souls 
are created with divine aid, they are mortal. Valla thus safeguards the privi¬ 
leged position of the human soul. Nevertheless, his criterion for discriminat¬ 
ing between the two is unclear. What he rejects is the notion that one can 
separate animal from human by distinguishing instinct from reason, which, as 
Valla writes, is “to take shelter under tricks of terminology”. 44 Instinct is noth¬ 
ing more than a sort of impulse [impetus), which men also possess when they 
are excited; hence they are called “instincti \ Impulse arises from the will, by 
which assertion Valla subverts the argument that the presence of instinct 
entails a lack of reason. Aristotle, therefore, was wrong, Valla continues, to 
claim that animals and young children lack the power to choose [electio) 
because they lack reason. This critique, however, misrepresents Aristotle—per¬ 
haps deliberately, since his opinion was actually that reason develops as chil¬ 
dren grow older—appetite being the primary faculty in the early years of their 
life. In fact, Valla elsewhere quotes Aristotle’s Politics on this tenet. 45 

A second consequence of Valias rejection of the plurality of souls concerns 
the ontological status of plants. While animals are—so to speak—upgraded, 
plants are downgraded; they do not have a soul. Valla draws on the Stoics and 
Epicureans for support, claiming they too denied that plants have an ensouled 
principle, on the grounds that plants lack appetite, soul and reason. 46 His view 
was not uncontroversial. Later, Suarez, for instance, wrote that “certain mod¬ 
erns (so I am told) have dared to deny that the vegetative form, considered 


43) Repastinatio, ed. Zippel, 65. 

44) Repastinatio, ed. Zippel, 67 and 409. A common view, for which Avicenna was an important 
source, was that the seemingly rational behaviour of animals is due to the estimative faculty; Dag 
Nikolaus Hasse, Avicennas ‘De anima in the Latin West: The Formation of a Peripatetic Philosophy 
of the Soul 1160-1300 (London/Turin, 2000), 127-53. Aquinas took up Avicennas idea that 
animals have a natural estimative faculty, which for instance enables a sheep to apprehend the 
danger of the wolf (Aquinas, Summa theologiae I-I, q. 78, art. 4.; cf. Sorabji, Animal Minds, 64 
and 75, 86 and 113). In the source apparatus Zippel (67:21 ad loc.) cites Paul of Venice’s Liber 
de anima : “apes et formicae... agunt solum ex instinctis naturae... et ita non proprie agunt 
opera prudentiae, sed solum prudentiae naturalis”. 

45) Politics VII. 15, 1334b22 (not 1334al7-18 as given by Zippel), quoted at Repastinatio, ed. 
Zippel, 62. Cf. Politics 1.13, 1260a 12-14 (reason may be complete or incomplete). This is part 
of Aristotle’s reply to Plato who had said that some people never acquire reason and others only 
late {Republic 441A-B). See Sorabji, Animal Minds, 70. 

46) Repastinatio, ed. Zippel, 60. 
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absolutely [practise], is a soul; and consequently they deny that plants are 
alive”. 47 Valla is correct that Stoics and Epicureans generally denied an 
“ensouled” principle to plants; 48 the question of how plants live if not by the 
presence of a soul, however, remains. Valias argument drives him to the brink 
of concluding that they actually do not live, but there he seems to hesitate, 
perhaps because such a statement would contradict the ordinary usage of the 
word “live”. Hence, if they must be said to live at all, it can only be said 
“metaphorically” ( metaphorice ), just as we use “living” ( vivus) in other meta¬ 
phorical expressions such as “flowing water” {aqua viva) and “glowing sul¬ 
phur” {suphur vivurri)} 9 References to plants as “living” in the bible and in 
Gregorius of Nyssa (“they do live but they do not sense”) make him conclude 
that plants may be said to live not by having a soul but by their viriditas 
(greenness or, rather, liveliness or power to grow). If by viriditas Valla means 
the power to grow, as the quotation purportedly suggests, his position may be 
said to come close to Aristotle’s after all, who had assigned souls to plants on 
account of their capacity to feed and reproduce their organic structure. 50 

A third consequence of his Augustinian picture concerns cognition. Since 
he does not accept the view that objects act on the senses with efficient causa¬ 
tion to produce cognition, he cannot accept an abstractionist account of any 
kind. His Augustinian picture would entail that the soul, as an autonomous 
spiritual substance, is capable of directly perceiving universal and ideas. And 
indeed there is one notorious passage in which he seems to accept the Augus¬ 
tinian doctrine of divine illumination. It is however an isolated passage, and it 
remains unclear how Valla envisaged the process of cognition. 51 


4. The Place of Valla’s Critique within Late-Medieval and Renaissance 
Philosophy 

Valla’s critique of the Aristotelian-scholastic stientia de anima is characterized 
by a return to an Augustinian picture of the soul as a wholly spiritual and 
immaterial substance which was made in the image of God, consisting of 
memory, intellect and will. His basic conviction is that the soul is a much 


47) Quoted by Des Chene, Life's Form , 25 n. 31, and cf. 57 n. 10. 

48) On ancient arguments for denying souls to plants see Sorabji, Animal Minds, 97-104. 

49) Repastinatio, ed. Zippel, 60. 

50) De anima 41 Ob 10-15, 416a6-7. 

51) See Nauta, “William of Ockham and Lorenzo Valla” and idem, In Defense of Common Sense , 
ch. 2. 
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more noble thing than the hylomorphic account of Aristotle implies, at least 
as Valla understands that account. He stresses, therefore, at various places the 
souls dignified nature, its immortality, unity, autonomy and superior position 
vis-a-vis the body and vis-a-vis animal soul, comparing it to the suns central 
place in the cosmos. 52 

He does not attempt, however, to get a clear picture of Aristotle’s position. 
He cites various works of Aristotle, especially in the later revisions of his work 
when he has become acquainted with the Aristotelian works more thoroughly, 
but his use of them is highly selective. We find quotations from De anima , De 
generatione animalium , De partibus animalium (called De membris anima - 
lium)> the Nicomachean Ethics and the Politics . 53 He thinks the Aristotelian 
account defends a plurality of souls, and that Aristotle holds a composite 
nature of the soul consisting of a rational and an irrational part (here he quotes 
the Politico). He attacks Aristotle for his view that the soul is mortal, though 
he also notes that other statements of Aristotle favour immortality (of the 
rational part, which strongly presupposes a composite nature, which Valla 
rejects). 54 Another example of a rather tendentious handling has already been 
mentioned, i.e. where Valla suggests that Aristotle held the view that animals 
and young children lack the power to choose (i electio ) because they lack reason. 
But Aristotle’s opinion was clearly that reason develops as children grow older; 
appetite is the primary faculty in the early years of their life. Earlier Valla him¬ 
self uses a quotation from Aristotle’s Politics which reflects his knowledge of 
Aristotle’s true intention, but Valla does not apply that knowledge in this case. 
He thus gives priority to his polemical aims rather than applying his impres¬ 
sive skills in philology, Greek and Latin scholarship to Aristotle’s text. 

While Aristotle is at least cited, the same cannot be said of the scholastics. 
Valla neglects even to mention Albert the Great, Thomas Aquinas, William of 
Ockham, John Buridan, Albert of Saxony or other medieval scholastics in his 
book, though there is evidence which suggests he had some familiarity with 
them and their works. 55 He omits discussion of the wealth of questions that 


52) Repastinatio, ed. Zip pel, 71. 

53) I have not yet found out which translation he used; it is not the Moerbeke translation or the 
version of Moerbeke used by Aquinas. Valla used Leonardo Brunis translations of the Ethics and 
Politics when they became available to him in the 1440s. 

54) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 61-62. 

55) In a letter to his friend Serra Valla lists some scholastic authors: “aut illos dialecticos, Alber- 
tum utrunque, Strodem, Occam, Paulum Venetum” (Valla, Epistole , ed. O. Besomi and 
M. Regoliosi (Padua, 1984), 20). This list too does not necessarily imply that Valla was well 
acquainted with their works, as I have argued in my forthcoming book against a number of Valla 
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scholastic authors posed on the soul, its powers, and on the processes of cogni¬ 
tion and sensation, and poses no argument against the panoply of the souls 
faculties and functions. If he is acquainted with concepts such as sensible and 
intelligible species, intuitive and abstract cognition, he prefers to be silent 
about them. Thus, primarily by neglecting the processes of sensation and cog¬ 
nition, he succeeds in simplifying them. 

This simplification, particularly the notion of direct perception, has led 
scholars to liken Valias position to Ockhams rejection of sensible species as 
intermediaries in the process of perceiving. But, as I have noted, Valias discus¬ 
sion does not contain the term “species” or “phantasms”, nor does it mention 
Ockhams notions of intuitive and abstract cognition. Ockham may have sug¬ 
gested, as Eleanore Stump writes, that for intuitive cognition “there are no 
mechanisms or processes. There is just direct epistemic contact between the 
cognizer and the thing cognized”. 56 Direct cognition cannot be explained, 
precisely because it is direct and thus defies further analysis. Such assumptions 
may also account for Valias omission. But it is nevertheless important to realise 
that, unlike Ockham, he does not seem to be motivated by epistemological 
considerations. Valla rather is concerned with the intramission theory of per¬ 
ception, which he feels would jeopardize the souls noble and autonomous 
nature. That age-old debate on intramission versus extramission is in fact the 
direct context of his remarks, and his question about the direction of percep¬ 
tion unrelated to Ockhams theory. Hence it incorrect to claim, as Trinkaus 
has done, that Valla “is undoubtedly referring” to the scholastic controversy 
about the existence and nature of sensible species. 57 Valla would agree that 
there is direct contact between cognizer and object, and that—insofar as it is 
direct and immediate contact—it requires no explanation. However, he would 
not allow, as Ockham does, that there are two souls—a rational and sensitive 
one. Valla is quite firm on the point of one soul. Thus Ockhams theory would 
be as unacceptable to Valla as any other scholastic theory. 

Valias account does contain some echoes of certain scholastic debates— 
namely on the relationship between soul and its powers and on the ontological 


scholars, some of them going so far to say that the Repastinatio makes “knowing, careful use of 
scholastic terminology and methods of argumentation” or that “Valla meant seriously to remake 
scholastic metaphysics on its own terms” (W. J. Connell, “Lorenzo Valla: A Symposium. Intro¬ 
duction”, Journal of the History of Ideas 57 (1996), 1-7, at 5. 

56) Eleanor Stump, “The Mechanisms of Cognition: Ockham on Mediating Species”, in The 
Cambridge Companion to Ockham , ed. P. V. Spade, (Cambridge/New York, 1999), 168-203, 
184; cf. 194-95. 

57) Charles Trinkaus, “Lorenzo Valias Anti-Aristotelian Natural Philosophy”, 301. 
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status of the soul. Nevertheless these are very faint; it is doubtful that he did 
more than leaf through some of the scholastic works. As I have argued else¬ 
where, in spite of the common interpretation of Valla as a rhetorical follower 
of Ockham, no more than this same glancing knowledge is present in Valias 
entire critique of Aristotelian-scholastic metaphysic and dialectic. 

But if one scarcely engages in critical discussion of a paradigm, can one 
transform it? Some modern historians make much of Valias approach in his 
chapter on the natural world. 58 As mentioned in the introduction, they argue 
that Valla foreshadowed the later developments in natural philosophy which 
helped to dismantle scholasticism. (Foreshadowing, however, does not neces¬ 
sitate influencing.) Frequently appealing to daily experience and observation, 
Valias approach shows a kind of naive empiricism. Fie rejects or qualifies a 
number of fundamental tenets of Aristotelian natural philosophy—namely 
that movement is the cause of warmth, that one movement is always caused 
by another, that elements can be transformed into one another, that each ele¬ 
ment has its own proper qualities (fire is warm and dry, air warm and moist, 
etc.), that pure elements exist, and that the combination of warmth and 
humidity is sufficient for the generation of life. 59 Valias rejections often have 
the character of a reductio ad absurdunr, if Aristotle’s theory were true, one 
would expect quite different phenomena than those one observes. For instance, 
Aristotle’s argument for the existence of a fiery sphere below the moon claimed 
that “leaden missiles shot out by force liquefy in the air”. 60 Valla counters this 
by appealing to common experience. In daily life, we never see balls—whether 
leaden, iron or stone shot out of a sling or a cannon—heat up in the air; even 
the feathers of launched arrows do not catch fire. 61 Later Galileo would use a 
similar argument. 62 However, does this warrant the conclusion that Valla 
occupies a place in the tradition of Renaissance naturalism or in early modern 
science? 

Valla’s appeal to the senses rather has a polemical aim of showing that Aris¬ 
totelian natural philosophy makes, as he believes, gratuitous assumptions 
about things which transcend the boundary of sense and introduces terms and 
concepts which are far removed from our daily, ordinary picture of the natural 


58) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 98-110. See above n. 6-9. 

59) Cf. Mack, Renaissance Argument, 69, who lists a number of points on which Valla contradicts 
Aristotle, but natural philosophy falls outside the scope of his study. For discussion see Nauta, In 
Defense of Common Sense , ch. 4. 

m De caelo II.7, 289a26-28. 

61) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 98-99. 

62) Trinkaus, “Lorenzo Valla’s Anti-Aristotelian Natural Philosophy”, 288 n. 15. 



386 [ 164 ] 


L. Nauta / Vivarium 46 (2008) 368-391 


world. His “empiricism” is not an invitation to collect as much data as possible 
and investigate the workings of nature but rather serves as a curb on specula¬ 
tion, as an antidote against what he sees as the presumptions and pretensions 
of the philosophers, who are too inquisitive about Gods artistry (artificium ). 
For Valla it should be enough to know that God made the stars, the heavens 
and the elements at the beginning of time: we will learn about his artistry in 
the next life. God did not need the spinning of the spheres in order to create 
the elements and give them their place. He is not bound by the principle that 
nothing can arise out of nothing, as is shown by the nature of fire. But Valla 
was smart enough to use the Bible as source of positive knowledge about 
nature when it suited him: the biblical account of the creation of man from 
mud, which is soil soaked in water, is presented as evidence against the view 
that the human body consists of all the four elements. 63 

To evaluate Valias relationship with later Renaissance naturalist thinkers, 
let us briefly consider his argument that animals also have a rational soul. 64 
This argument does not rest on a consistendy naturalist approach towards 
men as part of the natural world. Valla still adheres to an Augustinian account 
of the creation of mans soul, a reflection of the Trinity. As mentioned above, 
Valla rather inconsistendy ascribes to animals a soul similarly created by divine 
aid. Moreover, a theory of cognition is conspicuously absent from his work. 
A theory of cognition, however, was of central concern to the scholastics and 
to those early modern philosophers, such as Telesio and Hobbes, advancing 
toward a mechanistic-naturalist philosophy. Hobbes reduced sense per¬ 
ception to local motions in the body caused by external objects. The under¬ 
standing is thus nothing but a special form of the imagination which man 
shares with animals. 65 Telesio had previously argued that the intellect is a con¬ 
tinuation of the senses, and that the difference between man and animals is 
thus of degree only—“human spirit being more fine and copious than that of 
other animals”. 66 Therefore, since Valla does not present any serious alternative 


63) Repastinatio , ed. Zippel, 98 (Gods artistry), 100 (spinning of spheres), 102 (nature of fire), 
109 (four elements). 

64) The term “naturalism” however is rather vague and should be used with caution; for some 
pertinent comments see Bianchi, “Continuity and Change in the Aristotelian Tradition”, 68. 

65) Hobbes, Leviathan , ch. 2, ed. Molesworth, 11. For Hobbes’ debt to Renaissance naturalistic 
thinkers see Cees Leijenhorst, The Mechanisation of Aristotelianism: The Late Aristotelian Setting 
of Thomas Hobbes* Natural Philosophy, (Leiden, 2002). 

66) Quoted by Karl Schuhmann, “Hobbes and Telesio”, Hobbes Studies 1 (1988), 109-133, 116 
from Telesio s De rerum natura iuxta propria principia. Telesio distinguished between an intellec¬ 
tive, immortal soul (only in men) and an organic soul (j piritus); see Daniel P. Walker, Spiritual 
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for the scholastic and naturalist accounts of sensation and cognition, it is by 
no means intuitive that he should be regarded as having “a place as part of the 
internal dissidence within the dominant natural philosophy” of his own age. 67 

Furthermore, hardly any evidence suggests that Valla is on the road to an 
“empirismo razionalistico moderno”. 68 Valla writes that one and the same soul 
retains, judges, and wills. This is reminiscent of Descartes, who states likewise 
in the Meditations . 69 But Descartes came to his dualism by another road—by 
rethinking the scholastic theories and notions. Moreover, Valias work has no 
equivalent for Descartes’ clear and distinct ideas or for his method of doubt. 
Valla and Descartes thus appropriated Augustinian representations of the soul 
in diverse manners. 

We should, therefore, resist the temptation to assess Valla, an early critic of 
Aristotle, in terms of the agendas of later critics. Valla was not developing an 
alternative to Aristotelian natural philosophy , and hence did not—as is often 
claimed—contribute to a “new mentality” or “a new mental environment”, at 
least insofar as “mentality” cultivated mathematical, empirical, naturalist and 
mechanist strands of thought in the Renaissance. 

But even though his attitude and position on natural philosophical themes 
usually do not bear any structural likeness with those of later naturalist phi¬ 
losophers, yet it can be argued that Valla gave vent to a sentiment which 
ultimately eroded faith in the Aristotelian system. Valla rightly saw that Aris¬ 
totle’s conclusions could not be made to square with everyday observations. 
Moreover, with hindsight we can see that any undermining of the faith in 
scholastic-Aristotelian world view contributed to its demise and finally to its 
replacement by a different, mechanistic one. Valla surely contributed to this 


and Demonic Magic from Ficino to Campanella (London, 1958), 190-194. Against hermetic 
teachings, Patrizi argues that animals have a rational soul; Nova de universis Philosophia , dis¬ 
cussed by K. Schuhmann, Selected papers on Renaissance philosophy and on Thomas Hobbes , eds. 
P. Steenbakkers and C. Leijenhorst (Dordrecht, 2004), 157-170, 164. 

67) Trinkaus, “Lorenzo Valias Anti-Aristotelian Natural Philosophy”, 322, but he is careful to 
admit that “it would be hard to outline his own natural philosophy in positive terms” (324); 
moreover, Valla “is pre-Copernican, pre-Keplerian, pre-Galilean” (322-23). It is much more dif¬ 
ficult to agree with Trinkaus that Valias criticisms of Aristotelian doctrines “are the result of both 
his familiarity with natural phenomena and his knowledge of scholastic teachings, together with 
his concentrated thinking about them” (325). 

68) Fubini, “Contributo per l’interpretazione”, 316. 

69) Repastinatio, ed. Zippel, 75. Cf. Descartes, Meditation VI: “it is one and the same mind that 
wills and understands and has sensory perceptions”; R. Descartes, The Philosophical Writings of 
Descartes , transl. J. Cottingham, R. Stoothoff, and D. Murdoch, 2 vols. (Cambridge/New York, 
1984-85), vol. II, 59. 
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necessary preparatory stage of doubting the Aristotle’s authority. Though he 
does not mention Valla, Menn’s judgement on humanist anti-Aristotelianism 
may be applied to Valla too: “though their first steps towards a new philosophy 
were stumbling and may be compared unfavourably with the accomplish¬ 
ments of late scholasticism, we may see with hindsight that their bold experi¬ 
ments prepared the way for the emergence of mechanical philosophy and 

• » 70 

science . 

In short, Valias critique proved a necessary step in dismantling of a domi¬ 
nant paradigm; it helped to undermine faith in Aristotle and the Aristotelian- 
scholastic approach. His rejections are often based on linguistic grounds, and 
extend to philosophical speculation and theorizing, as well as many scholastic 
entities, distinctions and terms. While this is typical of a humanist, Valias 
critique went well beyond the usual diatribe on their opponents’ so-called 
barbarous and ungrammatical Latin. Language, for Valla, cannot be abstracted 
from the living context in which it functions and from which it derives its 
meaning and power. Words and arguments should not be taken out of con¬ 
text, for doing so alters their normal, common meaning—consequently giv¬ 
ing rise to philosophical problems where none previously existed. This, 
according to Valla, is precisely what the philosopher does. Philosophical spec¬ 
ulation—with its technical abstruse, vague and esoteric vocabulary, with its 
tendency to disregard the grammatical rules and conventions of the Latin 
language—soon takes on a life of its own. Leaving the world of common 
experience far behind, the philosopher employs terminology which can only 
be handled and understood by other philosophers. Against this, Valla champi¬ 
ons the ordinary conception (or “folk” conception as modern philosophers 
would say) of the world and of the way it is reflected in classical Latin. He thus 
takes issue with what he considers the philosophers’ ficta , their abstractions 
and theories, which take concepts and terms out of their ordinary’ semantic 
network. Hence, Valla’s critique of scholastic thought is essentially a critique 
of their language, consciously and deliberately so. This important insight can 
also be found in many later philosophers, and is prominent, for instance, in 


70) Menn, “Intellectual Setting”, 47. In this sense then Fubini may be said to be right. A related 
but by no means identical factor in the decline of Aristotelianism is what has been called “her¬ 
meneutic hypertrophy”: an immense increase of knowledge—or even overkill—of Aristotle’s 
works and its late-antique and medieval commentators, well attested by a huge number of edi¬ 
tions, translations and commentaries. This ultimately led to a watering down of the contours of 
what was once a powerful paradigm. See L. Bianchi, Studi sulVAristotelismo del Rinascimento 
(Padua, 2003), 136. Of course, external factors (e.g. discoveries of natural phenomena) were also 
very important. 
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the work of Thomas Hobbes. (But, one may add, scholastic pilosophers were 
the first to recognize the potential fallacies which arise from their technical 
terminology.) 

Thus, in fighting the Aristotelian paradigm, Valla often appealed to com¬ 
mon sense and everyday experiences and observations. For him, the wisdom 
of the common people took priority over philosophical analyses. Philosophi¬ 
cal analysis is doomed to failure because its aims at refining ‘folk’ notions by 
speculative argument, empty theorising, and making unwarranted claims 
which transcend the boundaries of sense experience and common sense. It is 
not difficult to throw doubt on the legitimacy of this contrast. The concerns 
and questions of philosophers are simply different, and aim at the elucidation 
and analysis of concepts. Thus, for those following the Aristotelian dialectical 
method, common opinions, common-sense intuitions, and some daily obser¬ 
vations are important, but only as a starting point for rational criticism, reflec¬ 
tion, and generalization. By this process one arrives at a correct account of the 
phenomenon. Valla, however, would retort, that this later stage of rational 
criticism and reflection has degenerated into a language game which hardly 
bears any relationship to the world it allegedly attempts to analyse. One may 
turn up ones nose in contempt of such convictions, but this particular convic¬ 
tion does in fact surface at various points in history and undeniably has philo¬ 
sophical relevance. 

Valias importance should not, therefore, be sought at the level of argument; 
frequently his engagement with philosophical enemies or straw-men pierced 
little more than skin-deep. Rather, his importance lies in recognizing that a 
complete change of paradigm was required. This is far from easy to accom¬ 
plish, as his work bears out—particularly in his chapter on the soul. Valla may 
have thought that his Augustinian representation of the soul was more simple 
and truer to both human experience and Christian faith. Nevertheless he is 
unable to avoid making a number of statements which, on closer analysis, are 
not so simple, common or straightforward. Even “common sense” is shot 
through with philosophical assumptions, and thus it continues—fortu¬ 
nately—to be the job of the philosopher to articulate and analyse these 
assumptions and convictions. 71 


71) I am grateful to Pamela Zinn for stylistic suggestions. 
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Abstract 

This paper examines the theories of the soul proposed by Girolamo Cardano in his De 
immortalitateanimorum (1545) and his De subtilitate (1550-4), Julius Caesar Scaliger s 
comprehensive critique of these views in the Exercitationes exotericae de subtilitate 
of 1557, and Cardanos reply to this critique in his Actio in calumniatorem of 1559. 
Cardano argues that the passive intellect is individuated and mortal, and that the agent 
intellect is immortal but subject to constant reincarnation in different human beings. 
His theory of cognition leads him to claim that at its highest level, the intellect is 
converted into the object of its perception. In his refutation of the various elements 
of Cardanos theories, Scaliger uses his knowledge of the Greek text of Aristotle to 
stress the reflexive faculty of the soul, its ability to conceive of objects greater than 
itself, and its status as the individuating principle of the hylemorphic human being. 
In spite of Cardanos pretention to novelty and Scaliger s humanist credentials, both 
thinkers are shown to conduct their discussions in an inherited scholastic matrix of 
thought. 
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1. Introduction 

The Renaissance witnessed a strong revival of interest in the nature of the soul 
and of mental activity which involved both theology and philosophy. 1 The 
fifteenth century had inherited the set of questions addressed in Aquinas’s 
Summa theologiae , the medieval commentaries on Aristotle’s De anima , and 
the investigation of cognition by Duns Scotus and the nominalists. These 
materials were enriched by the newly available late antique commentaries on 
Aristotle which reactivated the discussion of the immortality of the soul and 
the Averroistic doctrine of the unicity of the intellect; and these in turn revived 
a number of related doctrines subversive to religion, notably the claim that the 
doctrine of immortality of the soul was no more than a means of enforcing 
compliance with human political institutions through the threat of punish¬ 
ment in the life hereafter. Niccoletto Vernia of Padua was the first scholar of 
the late fifteenth century to fall foul of his local bishop in discussing these 
issues; his pupil Pietro Pomponazzi went much further, and suggested that 
Aristotle had argued for the soul’s materiality. His De animae immortalitate , 
published in 1316 three years after the Fifth Lateran Council’s directives 
about the soul’s immortality and the necessary consistency of philosophical 
and theological truth, unleashed a storm of protest and became the point of 
reference for later discussions. 2 These included humanist commentaries from 
the Greek of the De anima and new monographs by Juan Luis Vives, Philip 
Melanchthon, and Girolamo Cardano. 3 

A number of questions arise about these developments. Are there new 
insights into the meaning of the texts of the ancients through the reading of 
the Greek (a question of hermeneutics)? Is a distinction clearly drawn between 


1} See Eckhard Kessler & Katharine Park, “The concept of psychology” in The Cambridge history 
of Renaissancephilosophy, ed. C. B. Schmitt & Q. Skinner (Cambridge, 1988), 455-534; Dennis 
Des Chene, Lifes form: late Aristotelian conceptions of the soul (Ithaca, 2000); Fernando Vidal, Les 
sciences de Tdme: XVI'-XVIIV siecle (Paris, 2006). 

2) See the works cited in note 1, and the literature cited in Ian Maclean “Pomponazzi, Gratarolo, 
Cardano”, in Heterodoxy in early modem science and religion, ed. J. Brooke & I. Maclean (Oxford, 
2006), 10-31. 

3) Juan Luis Vives, De anima et vita (Basle, 1538); Philip Melanchthon, Commentarius de anima 
(Lyon, 1540) and Philip Melanchthon, Liber de anima recognitus (Wittenberg, 1552). On these 
two works, see Vidal, Les sciences de Tdme, 50-8. Also Cardano, Girolamo, De immortalitate 
animorum (1545), ed. J. M. Garcia Valverde (Milan, 2006). I shall cite the pages references to 
this text in Cardano, Opera omnia, ed. C. Spon (Lyon, 1663), 456-536; the Garda Valverde 
edition includes references to these pages as marginalia. A pertinent example of a humanist com¬ 
mentary is Francesco di Vimercate 1543. 
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the interpretation of Aristotle and the free construction of philosophical argu¬ 
ment? In other words, is scholastic Aristotelianism still the dominant matrix 
of thought on these issues? If new philosophical positions are elaborated, do 
these arise from a new agenda of questions or from new configurations of 
argument, or from both? Is there evidence of a growing desire for liberation 
from theological constraints on philosophical speculation? Or rather, are we 
merely witnessing composite theories of the nature and interaction of soul and 
body whose elements have precedents in the work of Averroes, Aquinas and 
other medieval masters, even if these elements are motivated by subtly differ¬ 
ent questions, and informed by slighdy different presuppositions and princi¬ 
ples? The excellent section on psychology by Katharine Park and Eckhard 
Kessler in the Cambridge History of Renaissance Philosophy suggests by its nar¬ 
rative that there is a significant evolution in which neoplatonism and Alexan¬ 
der of Aphrodisiass interpretation of Aristotle play significant roles; Fernando 
Vidals La science de ltime on the other hand locates the decisive developments 
later, after the emergence of the new science in the seventeenth century. 4 One 
way of attempting to choose between these (admittedly close) positions is by 
examining one of the most public and widely consulted disagreements on the 
subject, that between two self-promoting polymaths: Girolamo Cardano, who 
claims both hermeneutical and philosophical novelty, and Julius Caesar Scal- 
iger, who seems to be arguing as a neo-Aristotelian for a peripatetic solution 
that is not in conflict with the Church. Both of these writers eschew the preci¬ 
sion of argument and the close logical developments of their medieval prede¬ 
cessors; their discussions will appear as a consequence very broad-brush to 
scholars of Aquinas, Duns Scotus and those who follow in their wake. 

Throughout his writing career, Cardano returned again and again to the 
topic of the soul; 5 his most sustained discussion is found in the De immortali- 


4) Vidal, Les sciences de l’(tme\ Kessler & Park, “The concept of psychology”, 476: “we can see 
beginning in the years around 1500 a marked if gradual shift in emphasis which gives Renais¬ 
sance writing on the organic soul its own flavour and prepared the way for the developments that 
were to transform psychology radically in the seventeenth century”; ibid., 494, referring to the 
impact of humanism and neoplatonism on later Renaissance psychology. 

5) According to the 1557 edition of Cardanos De librispropriis , ed. I. Maclean (Milan, 2004), 
177), the fourth book of the unpublished De Fato , written between 1533-4, contained a chapter 
entided “de animae substantia”; in the De arcanis aetemitatis (1538-9), there are chapters on the 
soul and its immortality (ibid., 188); the additions to the Contradicentia medica (written between 
1550 and 1562) contain the questions “generatio an detur. Et an resurrectio mortuorum?” and 
“intellectus an ex cerebri temperie?” (see Cardano, Opera , vi.657-6l, 668); the De natura of 
1561 contains a chapter on the soul (ibid., ii.283-98); book four of the Theonoston (first written 
between 1555 and 1561) is a new account of the immortality of the soul in dialogue form (ibid., 
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tate animorum of 1545. This work is in part a response to Pomponazzis De 
immortalitate animae (it even has the same number of chapters), and similarly 
consists in expositions of philosophical positions and independent argument. 6 
Five years later, Cardanos survey of the whole range of natural philosophy 
entitled De subtilitate appeared; book 14 (substantially revised in 1554) 
addresses the question of the soul and the intellect. The De subtilitate was not 
written as a formal academic exercise. It was aimed at a non-professional, if 
Latinate, audience; it is structured neither as a commentary, nor by quaestiones 
and dubia , but consists in a series of topics (beginning with the most general 
issues in natural philosophy) which are further analysed by a rather casual sort 
of via divisiva , in which the distinctions which structure the text seem not 
always to be fully worked out. 

Scaliger was so exacerbated by the confusions and errors he perceived in 
Cardanos work that he produced a comprehensive refutation of it entitled 
Exotericae exercitationes de Subtilitate , which appeared in 1557 and consists in 
365 numbered sections (presumably representing each a daily exercise). These 
take passages from the De Subtilitate in sequence, and subject them to a savage 
critique. The riposte to book 14 of the De Subtilitate is the longest of the exer¬ 
citationes (“practice pieces”); it is subdivided into 39 sections amounting to 
some 30,000 words. 7 Like the others, Exercitatio 307 on the “animi vires et 
naturam” is described by their author as “exoteric”, that is, accessible to non¬ 
specialists. It attacks not only the text of the De Subtilitate but also Cardano s 
earlier De immortalitate animorum (which Scaliger describes as a “confusis- 
sima rhapsodia”), 8 as well as recently published monographs by two other 
contemporaries, Juan Luis Vives and Philip Melanchthon. 9 Scaliger s readers 


ii.403-33); the final comment on the subject is found in the De propria vita , written in 1575-6 
(ibid., i.49): “animos scio esse immortales, modo nescio.” 

6) See Ian Maclean, “Cardano on the immortality of the soul”, in Cardano e la tradizione dei 
saperi , ed. M. Baldi & G. Canziani (Milan, 2004), 191-207; Cardano, De immortalitate animo¬ 
rum. Cardano seems to have set out to refute much of Pomponazzi s work; the early De fato 
attacks Pomponazzi s work on the same topic; a section of the Contradicentia medica on incanta¬ 
tions (2.2.7) which appeared first in 1548 addresses the issues covered by Pomponazzis De 
incantationibus {Opera, vi.467-87). 

7) Scaliger, Julius Caesar, Exotericae exercitationes de subtilitate (Frankfurt, 1592), 307, 916-97. 

8) Scaliger, Exercitationes , 307.30, 987. 

9) See ibid., 307.2, 918, 307.13, 942 (Vives on the intellects knowledge of itself)* 307.19, 953 
(Vives on faculty psychology), 307.20, 955 (Vives on the unprovability of the immortality of the 
soul); 307.953 (Melanchthon on the agent intellect as the “autor omnium inventionum”); 
307.39 933-7 (Melanchtons mistaken reading of endelechia for entelechia). On these last two 
questions, see Sachiko Kusukawa, The transformation of natural philosophy: the case of Philip 
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are however expected to be able to understand Greek, and to make sense of the 
many allusions to classical and medieval works in the text; the discussions are 
not however presented in strict syllogistic form, nor do they aspire to com¬ 
pleteness. Behind the jauntiness and linguistic virtuosity, however, Scaliger 
sets out to present himself as orthodox peripatetic whose interpretation of 
Aristotle is not at odds with that of the Church . 10 


2. Cardano, De immortalitate animorum (1545) 

As I have suggested, part of Cardano s project in the De immortalitate animo¬ 
rum was the refutation of Pomponazzi in his interpretation of Aristotle, as well 
as the demonstrative proof of the mind s immortality; its other explicit claim 
is that it uses the Greek medical canon (principally Hippocrates and Galen) to 
supplement the ancient and medieval texts on the soul and the mind. As the 
earliest medieval synthetic accounts of the soul had taken into account the 
writings of both Avicenna and Averroes, who also used Greek medical sources, 
not all of Cardano s material is new; but there are references to texts unknown 
to the medievals, notably Galen’s Quod animi mores temperamenta corporis 
sequantur and De placitis Hippocratis et Platonis. 11 This does not stop Scaliger 
from accusing Cardano of Averroism (an accusation levelled against himself in 
turn by others ). 12 

Much of the text of Cardano s De animorum immortalitate is taken up with 
revisionist interpretations of Aristotelian and other ancient texts, which is 
done both to discredit previous writers on the topic and to lay bare their 


Melanchthon (Cambridge, 1995), 90-1, and Sachiko Kusukawa, “Between the De anima and 
dialectics—a prolegomenon to Philippo-Ramism”, in Sapientiam amemus: Humanismus und 
Aristotelismus in der Renaissance, ed. P. R. Blum (Munich, 1998), 127-39, 131. 

10) Scaliger, Exercitationes , 307.29, 985 (“declaravimus ex principiis Philosophi”); 307.20, 
957-9. But others dispute his claim to be orthodox: see Paganinus Gaudentius, De pythagoraea 
animarum transmigration opusculum, Accedunt [..] de Aperipato Caesaris Scaligeri exercitationes 
(Pisa, 1641), 200, quoted by Kristian Jensen, Rhetorical philosophy and philosophical grammar: 
Julius Caesar Scaligers theory of language (Munich, 1990), 47. 

n) Cardano, Opera , ii. 460, 464, 465-7, 474, 512, 514 (Galen); 475-6 (Hippocrates). See also 
Jose Manuel Garcia Valverde, “El Galenismo critico de Girolamo Cardano: analisis de la presen- 
cia de Galeno en el De immortalitate animorum ’ Asclepio , 69 (2007). 

12) Scaliger, Exercitationes , 307.14, 942: “tu in libris tuis de anima sequutus Avenrois atque eo 
prioris Themistii vaesaniam, fecisti animam mortalem.” For the claim that Scaliger is an Averr- 
oist, see Johannes Crato von Krafftheim, Consilia etepistolae , ed. L. Scholzius, 5 vols. (Frankfurt, 
1591-4), v.312: “[Scaliger] sequitur suum magistrum Averroem.” 
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premisses and arguments; but Cardano wanted also to put forward a novel 
view of his own. Whether this constitutes something entirely novel is open to 
question, since nearly all the elements of Cardanos composite theory have 
precedents in the work of Albert, Aquinas, Averroes, and the humanist com¬ 
mentators he cites. The difficulty of determining influence in each case arises 
because the elements of the theory of soul-body interaction and the relation¬ 
ship of the parts of the soul are motivated by subtly different questions, and 
informed by different presuppositions and principles. In the search for a yard¬ 
stick, a helpful text is the Thomist Dominicus de Flandrias manual entitled 
Quaestiones et annotationes in tres libros [Aristotelis] de anima , which indicates 
what an agreed set of quaestiones and dubia might be around 1500 (it contin¬ 
ued to be published in Italy at regular intervals throughout the sixteenth cen¬ 
tury). 13 Its summary of agreed doctrines is very close to the position adopted 
by Cardano, for all his claims to novelty, as Scaliger was to point out. 14 

Cardano always referred to his work as “de animi immortalitate”, even 
though his work appeared with a different title: the choice of the singular 
“animus”, and the avoidance of the word “anima” is significant, as we shall see. 
A distinction was generally made between the organic soul (“psyche”, “anima”), 
that is, the principle of life in virtue of which animate creatures were defined 
as animate, and the rational soul, or intellect, or mind (“nous”, “animus”, 


13) I cite here the resolutions of various loci by Dominicus de Flandria, S Thomae Aquinatis in 
tres libros Aristotelis de anima praeclarissima expositio cum duplici textus translations antique, scili¬ 
cet, et nova Aegyropyli [..] accedunt ad haec acutissime questiones Magistri Dominici de Flandria 
[...] (Venice, 1510), 211-13, which will be very close to the resolutions offered by Cardano: 
“Sensitivum non esse sine corpore sed intellectus est separatus [...] Intellectus possibilem non 
esse a corpore separatum [...] Intellectus enim possibilis non est unum cum intelligibili, nisi 
secundum quod intellectus est in actu [...] Species igitur intelligibilis non est forma intellectus 
possibilis [...] Intellectus possibilis pars animae est, et non substantia separata [...] Non solum 
potest intelligere alia, sed etiam tunc potest intelligere seipsum [...] Intellectus universale et 
particulare cognoscit, sed alio et alio modo Cognoscit enim naturam speciei, sive quod quid est, 
directe extendendo seipsum, ipsum autem singulare per quandam reflexionem, inquantum redit 
super phantasmata, a quibus species intelligibiles abstrahuntur [.. .]”; ibid, *6r [index entries] : 
“Intellectus possibilis est potentia passiva; Non est substantia separata; Singularia intelliguntur 
non directe sed reflexive; Species intelligibilis non est illud, quod intelligitur, sed quo intelligitur; 
Intellectio possibilis, non per suam essentiam, sed per speciem intelligibilem, intelligit seipsum; 
Intellectus agens est sicut habitus; Intellectus agens non separatur ab anima, sed est aliquid eius; 
Intellectus agens est perpetuus et incorruptibilis; Intellectus agens an est unus in omnibus; 
Nequit Intellectus absque phantasmata intelligere.” There were editions of this text in 1503, 
1518, 1533,1549, 1560, 1565, 1570, 1587 and 1597. 

14) Exercitationes , 307.31, 989 : “[tui commentarii] nihil enim alius sunt, quam farrago praecep- 
torum meorum Pomponatii, Suessani, Domini de Flandria.” 
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“mens”, “anima rationalis”, “anima intellectiva”, “intellectus”). Cardano’s usage 
in his text is fairly consistent. The title “De animorum immortalitate” had 
been used by Marsilio Ficino in the fifteenth century, following Plotinus and 
Augustine. It was adopted by Pier Niccolo Castellani for his tract written to 
refute Pomponazzi of 1524. Cardanos publisher, Sebastianus Gryphius of 
Lyon, had published nine years before Cardano s work a poem by Aonius Pal- 
earius with the same title. 15 It seems plausible therefore that the publisher 
simply imposed the title on the manuscript without consultation, perhaps to 
stress the orthodoxy of the contents. 

It is very difficult to summarize Cardanos own position. His most recent 
editor, Jose Manuel Garcia Valverde, believes that the “Gordian knot” of the 
book is to be found in chapter 11, which is Cardano s statement of Aristotle s 
arguments on the subject, which he prefers to those of Plato. He sets out to 
show against the interpretation of Alexander, Averroes and Pomponazzi that 
Aristotle argues that the soul qua agent intellect is immortal, that the disem¬ 
bodied agent intellect is without sensation or memory, and hence that it is not 
apt to be punished or rewarded in the afterlife for the actions it instigated in 
this world. 16 This places greater importance on Cardanos re-interpretation of 
the Stagyrite than on the elaboration of his own arguments. Such a view 
accords with the humanist programme to return “ad fontes” in order to recover 
the pure doctrine of the ancients; in many cases, this had the unintended 
effect of distracting scholars from res in favour of verba. A hermeneutic project 
of this kind is at variance with Cardano s own claims however. He sedulously 
devotes separate sections to the doctrines of past philosophers (“sententiae”) 
and their rational foundations (“rationes”). According to him, one of the 
major causes of error among recent thinkers lies in the confusion of herme¬ 
neutics and true philosophy; his contemporaries are accused by him of not 
distinguishing the following two questions: what did the philosopher mean by 


15) See Ian Maclean, “Cardano on the immortality of the soul”, 192-3; Cardano, De immortali¬ 
tate animorum, 11 In. 

16) Ibid., 26-7. The doctrine of the punishment of souls in the afterlife has two distinct applica¬ 
tions: the first is linked to the presupposition that religions have purely purely human origins 
(the doctrine of punishment is one of four such explanations, the others being evhemerism, the 
divinsation of natural forces, and the fear provoked by celestial events); the second is linked to 
the presupposition of the divine origin of religion, and the manner in which God will dispense 
justice in the afterlife. Pietro Pomponazzi, De immortalitate animae , ed. G. Morra (Bologna, 
1954), 200-8, dwells more on the first; Cardano refers to both: see Opera , ii.460, 471 (“plurima 
in reipublicae administratione inconvenientia necessarie sequi [...] immortalitate non sup- 
posita”) 488, 503. 



/. Maclean / Vivarium 46 (2008) 392-417 


[ 177 ] 399 


his words? And is it clearly the case in the light of natural reason? 17 He is not 
therefore treating ancient texts straightforwardly as authorities, although he is 
happy to cite them when they are in agreement with his own views. 

Cardanos own reading of Aristotle (which sharply opposes that of Pom- 
ponazzi, even though, as Garcia Valverde and Scaliger point out, he borrows 
much from him) 18 leads him to stress that the Stagyrite denies immortality to 
the passive intellect (De anima , iii.5, 430a 23-5) and concedes it only to 
agent intellect, which is individuated and not the unique intellect of Aver- 
roes. 19 The choice of an Aristotelian framework entails the acceptance, at least 
as a hypothesis, of the (heterodox) doctrine of the eternity of the world and 
the equally heterodox principle “ex nihilo nihil fit”. A consequence of this in 
respect of individuated intellects would be the generation of an infinite num¬ 
ber of them, whereas Aristotle clearly denies the existence of any infinity in 
act (. Physics , iii.5, 204a 20). It follows therefore that there must be a finite 
number of agent intellects being constantly reincarnated in individual human 
bodies. 

Cardanos preferred position (which he claims to have already set out in a 
previous unpublished work) 20 probably also appears in a section entitled the 
“Digressio de animi immortalitate secundum naturaliter loquentes”; 21 cer¬ 
tainly that is where Scaliger assumes Cardanos own views to be stated. In 
direct contradiction of Pomponazzi, and in accordance with the injunction of 
the Lateran Council of 1513, Cardano sets out to prove the immortality of the 
soul from natural reasoning, and asserts that the view of the soul held by theo¬ 
logians and philosophers is the same, even if the formers’ view is perfect and 
the latters’ imperfect; he avers moreover that the end of man is seen to be the 


17) Opera , ii.492: “Causa tanti erroris fu.it, quod [Philosophi] haec duo quaesita, confuderunt, 
quid senserit Philosophus? Qui ex ratione naturali est manifestum?” Readers of Robin G. 
Collingwood, An autobiography (Oxford, 1939), 29-43, will recognize here an antecedent of his 
claims about the Oxford philosophy of his youth. 

18) See above note 14. 

19) Opera , ii.520: “Tria proponit Philosophus: intellectum agentem sine patiente nihil intel- 
ligere; intellectum agentem semper eodem modo ad ipsum intelligendi actum se habere; intel¬ 
lectum patientem corruption! obnoxium, atque ideo non semper intelligere, atque haec omnia 
intra parvi spatii metam.” 

20) The De arcanis aetemitatis : see above, note 3. 

21) The title may refer to Gianfrancesco della Mirandolas De animae immortalitate docta etarguta 
digression which had appeared in 1541; there may also be a reference to the Albertine doctrine of 
“de naturalibus naturaliter”, on which see Weisheipl, James A. (ed.), Albertus Magnus and the 
sciences: commemorative essays (Toronto, 1980). See also Cardano, Opera , ii.530 (on “naturale 
lumen”). 
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same in both disciplines. 22 In this chapter it is alleged that our “mens” (or 
“intellectus” or “animus”), which as an immaterial entity is not educed from 
material semen (as Alexander had alleged) but has a divine origin; 23 that it is 
not a substance, but a power (“virtus”); 24 that the “animus” is a sort of eternal 
and impassive light, flowing from one source, distributed among the bodies of 
individual men; and that it is able to penetrate their bodies, as light can pen¬ 
etrate water, but not the bodies of animals. The differences between the human 
intellect and the souls of animals confirm this; the reason why the intellect is 
not always active, and why it is diverse in its power in different men, and 
absent from beasts altogether, is the interference of matter (which is compared 
to clouds which obscure the sun). 25 The incorporated mind is a complex of the 
agent intellect (which contains the “total substance”: i.e. the combination of 
the light and the “simulachra”), the material intellect (the light itself) 26 and 
the patient intellect (which receives the “simulachra rerum”); the light is 
reflected in reason, imagination and memory. The intellect can govern the 
will. It is in a certain sense infinite, because it can conceive of all things, includ¬ 
ing infinites and eternity. 27 The animal spirits, as the rarest corporeal matter, 


22) Opera , ii.529: “una igitur Philosophorum, at religionis naturae de anima ferme sententia est, 
differens solum velut imperfectum a perfecto: velut puer a viro; sic delineatio a pictura”; De 
immortalitate animorum, Lyon, 1545, p. 316: “finis hominis secundum Theologis et Philosophos 
unus, et qualis sit.” 

23) Ibid., ii.485ff. On Alexanders view of the origin of the soul in matter, see Kessler and Park, 
“The concept of psychology”, 502. See also Vidal, Les sciences de I’dme , 62-5; Guido Canziani 
“L’anima, la mens , la palingenesi. Appunti sul terzo libro del Theonoston \ in Cardano e la tradi- 
zione dei saperi , ed. M. Baldi & G. Canziani, 209-48 (for the later thoughts of Cardano on this 
subject). 

24) Cardano touches twice on the image drawn from De anima, ii.l (413a 7-8) of the soul as the 
sailor in a ship; Opera , ii.475, and 497: “Itaque hoc argumento (ni fallor, nam aliud fortius ad 
hoc demonstrandum invenire non queo) adductus est Galenus, ut fateretur, vel hominem eun- 
dem permanere non posse, aut animam corpore ipso non secus ac nautam navi uti, unde in v 
digestorum iurisconsulti Alphenus, sub titulo de Iudiciis, lege proponebatur: sanxit, Hominem 
quamvis tempore secundum omnem partem transmutetur, velut et senatum, qui perpetuo suc- 
cessu reparatur, etiam post aliquot secula eandem dici debere.” 

25) Scaliger would not have disgreed with this: see his Hippocratis liber de somnis cum commen- 
tariis (Lyon, 1539), 14: “[corporis] instrumentis laesis non laedi animam sed impediri.” 

26) This does not seem to be Averroes s version of the material intellect: see Scaliger, Exercita- 
tiones , 307.19, 954, where the material intellect seems to be synonymous with the passive intel¬ 
lect; when combined with the agent intellect, it becomes the adept intellect (see Thomas Aquinas, 
Summa theologiae , la 79,10). Scaliger lists the functions of the material intellect as “facultas 
dividendi, componendi, separandi, colligendi.” 

27) Opera , ii.496: “intellectus infinitus quoddammodo est”, ibid., 500 : “considerandum est 
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ensure the interaction of mind and body (this is a perfectly orthodox Galenic 
view). Unlike Averroess single intellect, Cardanos is individuated, finite in 
number and separable; on the death of one individual, each agent intellect 
transmigrates to another. Cardano slips back here into attributing what he is 
claiming to Aristotle, perhaps to avoid any accusation of heterodoxy. 28 

The virtue of this view, in Cardanos mind, is that the anima which he rec¬ 
ognizes as the form of the body, can be left to carry with it the patient intellect, 
the imagination and the memory. The latter two have problematic corporeal 
links and locations, and carry the store of memories and impressions which is 
unique to each individual; a disembodied intellect post mortem would not have 
access to them. Scaliger accuses Cardano therefore of adopting the Averroist 
and Themistian view that the soul qua “anima” is mortal. 29 The innovative 
nature of Cardanos view can also be gauged from the statement by his pred¬ 
ecessor Gaetano da Thiene that the intellective soul is either individual or 
immortal but not both, and by its contradiction of the Thomist claim that the 
soul has a memory. 30 Cardano speaks here as a natural philosopher and reader 
of Aristotle and claims that his view is consistent with that of a theologian, 
except in respect of the knowledge of singulars (a point with which Scaliger 
disagrees, as we shall see). It is very difficult to see how such a doctrine could 
be said to be consistent with scholastic Christianity, unless Cardano believes 
that at the resurrection of the body, the passive intellect with reconstitute in it 
all of its store of memories and sensations, and its record of decisions made by 
its will for which it can be held to account and duly punished or rewarded. 
This may be implied, but it is not explicitly stated. 31 


etiam, hanc nostram animam undequaque infiniti argumenta prodere, tempus aeternum non 
solum intelligimus, sed imaginamur, maginitudinem quoque infinitam, ac numerum.” 

28) Ibid., 529: “neque verum unum omnibus conveniebat esse, nec infinitos, sed numero certo 
constitutes, aut ex uno prodire innumerabiles existentes, et revertentes” [...] “peripatetici omnes 
ferme concordant, et quae ratio ipsa nos docet, mentem esse lucem quandam, et aeternam, 
et impatibilem, et ab uno principio proficiscentem in corpora nostra, et illorum numero distri- 
butam : ex quibus cogimur etiam confiteri, quod denuo eadem mens in alia corpora revertatur.” 
Cf. the following passage from the third book of the Theonoston (Opera , ii.433): “Aristotelem 
adhaesisse [...] opinioni: scilicet ut animae non commisceantur, sed certo numero definitae in 
diversa corpora suis temporibus descendant, ut non sint idem homines : neque tamen prorsus 
diversi, sed plusquam specie iunxit, ob idque nec priores aliis, nec posteriores dici possunt.” 

29) See above, note 12. 

30) See Kessler & Park, “The concept of psychology”, 486. Aquinas says in Summa theologiae , la 
77,8 that memory remains in the separated soul. 

31) Opera , ii. 529-30: “concordant [philosophi et religio nostra] in lucis exemplo [i.e. John 1:9], 
in originis divinitate, in immortalitate, in cognitione beata, quae cuncta post mortem novit, in 
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Cardano s discussion of the agent intellect leads him to comment at length 
on cognition. According to him, there are eight degrees of an objects being, 
the first being the material existence of the u res ipsa”, followed by the “res in 
medio”, the “res” separated from its material being “in sensu”, the “res in 
imaginativa”, the “res in ratione”, the “res in patiente intellectu” and ending 
with the “res in intellectu agente”. 32 For the “res” to reach this last state, its 
presence must be willed by the agent intellect (which Alexander and Pompon- 
azzi, according to Cardano, had wrongly described as no more than the action 
of the intellect); 33 this creates problems about perpetual agency, about the 
relationship of patient and agent intellect, and about their separability which 
I shall pass over here. 34 At this highest level, the agent intellect is converted 
into the object of its perception (which is a species intelligibilis ), but not in 
substance (as the agent intellect is immaterial), 35 but in form, which can be 
outside time and place in a certain way. 36 The “anima intellectiva” is thus capa¬ 
ble of assuming all forms (which here are immaterial and incorruptible), 
including the form of infinites; and this possibility is a proof of its immortal¬ 
ity. 37 The purpose of this argument in Cardano is to prove that there can be 
the same thoughts in two different incorporated men, situated in a certain way 


resurrectionis genere quodam, nam reviviscere videtur quodcunque eandam animam ab obitu 
retinet: et quamvis non meminerint, intelligunt tamen: non patiuntur autem nisi merito corpo¬ 
ris annexi: hoc autem haeretici Fraeticelli existimabant: itaque parvum hoc est, in quo a lege 
nostra dissident. Et autem id tale, nam singularia agnoscit intellectus, et post mortem reminisci- 
tur, et vere resurgit homo, non in aliud corpus intellectu transeunte, et initium habet, finem non 
habiturus, et patitur etiam nondum corpori adiunctus.” 

32) Ibid., ii. 508-9; in the 1554 edition of the De subtilitate (ibid., iii. 585), the last five of this 
sequence have apparently been translated into “septem ordines sensus”: “exterior phantasia, 
iunctio, memoria, compraehensio generalis, propositio universalis, et universale ipsum quod 
mentis proprium est.” A later version of the sequence is to be found in the third book of Theon- 
oston (ibid., ii. 417), discussing the “xi modi cognoscendi”, which include false and imaginary 
perception. 

33) Ibid., ii.520, 526. 

34) Ibid., ii.482, 489, 499, 519, 498. 

35) Ibid., ii.501: “recipiens est denudatum a natura recepti”: this is not linked in this text with 
the other frequendy made claim “quicquid recipitur ad modum recipientis recipitur”, on which 
see Ian Maclean, “Language in the mind: reflexive thinking in the late Renaissance”, in Philoso¬ 
phy in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries: conversations with Aristotle , ed. C. Blackwell & 
S. Kusukawa (Aldershot, 1999), 296-321, 313. See also Actio in calumniatorem , ibid., iii.708, 
and ii.524, 526, 531 (on problems of potency and act in relation to the intellect). 

36) Ibid., ii.509, 520. 

37) Ibid., ii.500; De natura , ibid., ii.297. 
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in time and space; in this sense there is a unity of intellect between all men. 38 
This philosophical position is defended with some vigour and subtlety in the 
De immortalitate animorum. 


3. Cardano, De subtilitate (1550, 1554) 

The approach Cardano adopts in the De subtilitate , written about seven years 
later, is quite different, and is partly dictated by the theme of the book, which 
is to celebrate subtlety, defined as “certain formal relationship (“ratio”) in vir¬ 
tue of which sensory objects are grasped with difficulty by the senses, and, 
intelligibles by the intellect”: 39 that is probably why he digresses in book 14 
(“de anima et intellectu”) to discuss the pleasure that the mind derives from 
rare things. He begins there with a survey of the faculties of the mind, which 
fall into two parts: “ [mens] connexa” (consisting of reason, memory and imag¬ 
ination) and “separabilis” (intellect and will). A sixth faculty is mentioned: 
that by which the mind knows sensibles in respect of themselves, but also of 
each other. There are said to be two appetites, one without sense (i.e. immate¬ 
rial) which resides in the will, and the material appetite which is constituted 
by the “affectus animae”. Four years later, the sixth faculty is subdivided into 
the nine parts of the “anima sensifera” (to which memory and imagination 
have been annexed); a long digression is added about the mental capacities of 
animals; the parts of the mind have become four from two, namely “iunctio, 
iudicium, intellectus, et voluntas”. 40 Cardano next concentrates on the ratio¬ 
nal soul in respect of truth and falsity (including fiction), and discusses the 
pleasures of reading, and the duties of responsible “sapientes” in respect of 


38) Ibid., ii. 506: “unitatem certe intellectus, si de natura, origine, et essentia loquimur, illis 
[supporters of Averroes] concedimus: nam non plus homines inter se differunt, quam equi, vel 
canes: videtur etiam una omnium origo, quoniam omnes indita ab ineunte aetate eadem habent 
principia, velut et hirundinibus nidum construendi ratio omnibus eadem. At vero si per intellec- 
tum potentia dicitur apud aliquos, quamquam nos patientem a natura, et rei proprietate potius 
appellemus, hunc, ut iam diximus, eundem in omnibus esse fatemur hominibus: [...] nam res 
scita, atque cognita una est, atque iisdem mediis intellecta”. But Cardano goes on to link this to 
the growth of knowledge: “sed haec scientia est accidens quoddam sui natura perpetuum, atque 
sic unum, ut autem in singulis hominibus diversa, nec perpetua, cum in dies accipiat incremen- 
tum: nam quod ex ilia post haec nos invenimus nemo intellexit”. On “consuetudo” and the 
example of the swallow, see ibid., ii. 509-10. 

39) Ibid., iii.359 : “ratio quaedam, qua sensibilia a sensibus, intelligibilia ab intellectu, difficile 
compraehenduntur.” 

40) Girolamo Cardano, De subtilitate (Paris, 1550), 244-5; Opera, iii.582. 
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interpretation. In 1554, this is supplemented with a long passage about speak¬ 
ing and writing, with a description of the criteria of knowledge (apparently 
the stoic trio of aisthesis , prolepsis , and gnosis which Melanchthon also cites at 
about this time), of species and perception, and of animal spirits. 41 There fol¬ 
lows an enumeration of the passions of the soul and their relation to the 
humours of the body and an account of the separation of the intellect, the 
relationship of the intellect to its object, and artificial memory: Cardano inter¬ 
poses here a brief reference to the souls reflexive knowledge of itself. 42 The 
following passages contain his strongest claims about the nature of cognition, 
which provoke Scaliger’s most detailed critiques: 

The intellect is the thing itself which is understood, such that when I understand a horse, 
my mind is the form of a horse. It is therefore a general form, and similar to primary matter. 
On the other hand, it is the will when it is carried outside, and it is therefore posterior to 
the object, nor the same as the object, but only similar to it. Will and intellect differ in two 
major ways: the will is only similar to the object, and secondly, because the intellect consists 
simultaneously in the object intellected, the will is posterior to it. As light and dark to the 
eye, so is hate and love to the will, and true and false to the intellect. [...] The intellect is of 
itself entirely separated from the body. For while I am presently writing these things, my 
mind is those things which you are understanding by my writing: when I write about 
medical matters, it is medicine; when I wrote about numbers, it was then number, and it 
follows necessarily that this happens to all others who write on diverse topics, so that while 
I am re-reading my writings, I seem to myself to be different from what I now am [...] The 
form of the intellect is eternal, because as you read and contemplate these things our intel¬ 
lect remains and has being, and the forms and species of universal are the same for all 
eternity. 43 


41) See Ian Maclean, Logic signs and nature in the Renaissance: the case of learned medicine (Cam¬ 
bridge, 2001), 116, 243-4. 

42) Opera , iii. 386 : “verum medio tempore principia intelligit, nec percipit homo, velut neque 
semper sentire se percipit, cum abstracta est mens [...].” 

43) Ibid., iii 583-4 : “intellectus, res est ipsa quae intelligitur, velut cum equum intelligo, intel- 
lectus meus est forma equi. Ideoque est forma generalis, et velut prima materia. Sed voluntas est 
cum fertur extra, ideoque est obiecto posterior, nec est idem obiecto tunc, sed illi similis. Differ- 
unt igitur in duobus maxime: Primum, quod intellectus est res ipsa intellecta, voluntas vero 
tantummodo illi similis. Secundo, quia intellectus eodem momento constat quo intellecta res, 
voluntas eodem posterior est. [...] Intellectus vero non immutat, nisi vel quia cum ratione et 
imaginatione operari ilium necesse est, vel quia dum intelligit delectatur totus homo, ipse enim 
intellectus omnino a corpore per se separatus est. Nunc enim dum haec scribo, meus intellectus 
est ea, quae per scripta haec tu intelligis, dumque medica pertracto medicina, dum de numeris 
scriberem, tunc numerus erat. Adeo quod aliis omnibus qui diversa scripserunt evenire necesse 
est, ut dum mea relego scripta, alius mihi fuisse videar ab illo qui nunc sum. Verum medio tem¬ 
pore principia intelligit, nec percipit homo, velut neque semper sentire se percipit, cum abstracta 
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Overall, the 1554 version of this section of the De subtilitate with its interpola¬ 
tions certainly resembles a hotchpotch; Cardano does not always use the 
habitual terms for mental faculties and functions, his enumerations and 
dichotomies are far from clear, and his account is not completely free from 
digression. 


4. Scaliger, Exercitationes de subtilitate (1557) 

The wide-ranging nature of Cardanos text gave Scaliger the scope to develop 
his own comprehensive account of psychology: this is structured by rubrics 
indicating the topic, which at one level makes it easier to follow. 44 The progress 
of the argument is not rigorously organized: the points identified by margina¬ 
lia to be “subtilissima” are often incidental to the main line of argument, and 
intended to be virtuoso displays of Scaliger s “truly” subtle mind. His discus¬ 
sions are digressive and extensive in nature; some of his critiques are trivial or 
flippant (he even acknowledges this by inserting at various points the margin- 
alium “jocus”), but he does not set out to misrepresent Cardanos thought. 


est mens [...] Aeterna igitur est forma intellectus, quoniam noster intellectus dum haec legis et 
contemplaris manet et est, eaedemque sunt formae scilicet et species rerum universalium usque 
in aeternum.” There is a long discussion of this issue in De immortalitate animorum , Opera , 
ii.519, 531-2 on the Aristotelian doctrines “intellectus nil sit nisi res intellecta” (De anima, iii.7 
431a 18-20) and “anima intellectiva omnium formarum capax” (ibid., iii.8, 431b 20ff.) 

44) 1. Expostulatio et Censura. 2. De Animo, Anima, Mente, Intellects Ratione, Ratiocinatione, 
Dianoea 3. De appetitu. 4. De affectibus. 5. An sit in humana natura to alogon. Ratio. Ingenium. 
Iudicium. 6. Intellectus 7. Quomodo speciem potius faciat intellectus, quam a specie fiat ipsa. 
8. Voluntas. 9. Intellectus, ac voluntatis cum oculo comparatio. 10. An intellectus Cardani afficia- 
tur voluptate 11. Falsa quomodo delectant. 12. Repetitiones quorumdam quaesitorum entelechia. 
13. Anima an seipsam moveat: et quomodo corpus moveat. 14. An intellectus aliud sit ab anima. 
15. Quid sit intellectus. 16. An intellectus sit universalis. 17. De principiis naturae individuae. 
18. An sit necessarium, ponere Intellectum agentem. 19. De intellectu adepto, et Beatitudine. 
20. De Animae immortalitate. 21. Intellectio, et species intelligibilis. Primum cognitum. 
22. Universalia sunt res extra intellectum. 23. De voluntate. 24. An possumus velle, et appetere 
non entia, et quae esse non possunt. 25. Utrum voluntas habeat internum principium, a quo 
moveatur: an non. 26. Utrum sit nobilius, intellectus, an voluntas. Proton oikeion. 27. De obi- 
ecto voluntatis, et bono, ac multiplici Bonitate. 28. De memoria, recordatione, reminiscentia. 
29. Quomodo anima informet corpus. 30. Barbara Cardani sententia de intellectu. 31. An prac- 
ticus intellectus sit ex iis, quae opinione constant. 32. An cor ante omnia sensecat membra. 
33. An mortis metus solius sensitivae privilegium sit. 34. Quare morituri discessum suum magis 
praevident. 35. An sint tres intellectus, ut ait Cardanus. 36. An corpus edat, et bibat. 37. An 
memoria sit in omnibus corporis partibus. 38. Consequutio quorundam verborum minus apta, 
apud Trismegistium. 39. Anabasis ad animae definitionem. Repetitio Entelechiae. 
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Many of the exercitationes contain exact quotations; when Scaliger chooses to 
paraphrase or give a summary, these are usually fair, at least on the issue of the 
soul. 45 Rather than treat his work as a narrow critique or commentary, he 
allows himself to address other texts and broader issues about the anima and 
intellect. Like Cardano, he distinguishes the interpretation of Aristotle (over 
which he disagrees with Aquinas and Averroes as well as Cardano), from phil¬ 
osophical reasoning per se whose end is truth. 46 That does not stop him citing 
ancient thinkers as sources: he clearly approves of some aspects of Stoic thought 
(often through the intermediary of Cicero), and borrows arguments and doc¬ 
trines from it. He also claims to offer correct interpretations of Aristotle and 
refutes those of Cardano, especially his “loading on to Aristotle’s shoulders” 
the doctrine (“sententia”) of the individuated transmigratory immortal agent 
intellect, which he compares to a hermit crab in search of a new empty shell 
in which to take refuge. 47 This interpretative stance leads him into detailed 
conflict with Cardano over the nature of the soul, its mental faculties and its 
modes of cognition. 

There had been a lively medieval debate about the division of the soul into 
faculties and the ubiquity of the soul in all parts of the body. 48 Cardano accepts 
that the soul is in some sense nothing other than the various manifestations of 
its powers, and that the incorporated intellect relies on the material support of 
the imagination and memory. But this, for Scaliger, is a reification of the ele¬ 
ments or faculties of the soul (to which he gives various designations), and the 
imposition of an inappropriate distinction between its immaterial and mate¬ 
rial parts; he therefore sets out almost paradoxically to offer an analysis of 


45) E.g. Exercitationes , 307.30, 987 (a summary of chapter 13 of the De immortalitate animorum, 
presented as though it was a quotation): “intellectum unum esse sub luna: eumque non esse 
humanum, nisi quatenus ab hominis materia suscipi potest. Ingredi igitur in hominem: atque eo 
fieri, ut homo intelligat. Eundem intellectum etiam belluis imminere, easque ambire. At ipsi non 
parere aditum, propter materiae ineptitudinem. Igitur hominem intus irradiare, circum belluas 
extrinsecus collucere. Neque alia re hominis intellectum ab intellectu differre belluarum. Iccirco 
belluas ea omnia habere inchoate, quae in homine perfecta sunt.” 

46) See for example Exercitationes , 307.16, 947 (against Averroes s commentary on Metaphysics , 
vii and Aquinas, Summa theologiae , la 36); ibid., 307.4, 925: “hoc enim non solum Aristotelis 
sententiae adversatur sed etiam veritati.” 

47) Exercitationes , 307.19, 955 : “Quare illam quoque sarcinam depones ex humeris Aristotelis, 
qua temere ilium onerasti. In libro enim tuo De anima, statuis, ex eius sententia, intellectum ad 
corpora reverti. Quid ille faciet, si defuncto Caesare, non adsit corpus aliquod illico novum, in 
quod sese abdat: sicuti Carcinades in Conchas vacuas ?” 

48) Kessler & Park, “The concept of psychology”, 468-79. Its beginnings are attributed in the 
Renaissance to the theologian Gregory of Nyssa by Melanchthon. 
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something indissoluble. 49 For Cardano, the disincorporated agent intellect 
does not have memory; Scaliger asserts that it does, as it can reflect upon 
itself. 50 Moreover, it is the soul, not the agent intellect, that is the individuat¬ 
ing principle of the hylemorphic human being. 51 It is the whole soul which 
performs mental activities and grasps the objects of its cognition, not just the 
intellect. It is the whole man who is understands, not the soul; the soul is the 
instrument through which he understands. The soul is located in all parts of 
that being; 52 it is immortal in all of its faculties, whereas Cardano makes the 
anima mortal. 53 In section 307.20 on the souls immortality, Scaliger asserts 


49) E.g. ExercitationeSy 307.35-6, 991, quoting and refuting the following passages from the De 
immortalitate animorum\ “intellectus triplex est pars. Agens, qui totam substantiam continent. 
Materials, lumen eius. Patiens, cum simulacra rerum recipit”; “triplex homini operatio. Intellec¬ 
tus, et est Sapientia. Corporis, edere, bibere. hominis totius, iustum esse”; ibid., 307.2, 921, 
quoting and refuting the following passage from book 14 of De subtilitate'. “Mentis partes duae: 
connexa, quae in res tres dividitur: Rationem, memoriam, imaginationem. Separabilis, quae 
duplex: intellectus, voluntas. Est praetor haec sextum genus virtutis, quo sensibilia cognoscit: 
nec solum propria ratione, verumetiam invicem comparata. Cumque duplex sit appetitus: hie 
quidem absque sensu, ille cum sensu: sedent in voluntate, ac sensili nimae parte affectus ipsi: 
velut misericordia, crudelitas, ira, mansuetudo, audatia, timor, et reliqua”; ibid., 307.2 918 
(quoting Cicero, Tusculanae disputationes, i.9.18-19 with approval): “animus anima continetur”; 
ibid., 307.2 921: “necesse est memoriam esse facultatem, et imaginationi et intellectui com- 
munem”; ibid., 307.3, 923: “est enim voluntas intellectus extensus ad habendum, aut facien¬ 
dum, quod congnoscit”; ibid., 307.4, 924, on the relationship of will and intellect; ibid., 307.5 
928: “ratio vero est vis animae, quae movet se ab effectibus ad caussas investigandas”; ibid., 
307.6, 930: “[intellectus] forma nostra est substantialis, separabilis, incorruptibilis, aeternus”; 
307.19, 954: a refutation of Alexanders argument that intellectus materials is a “praeparatio”, 
because that would make it an accident; ibid., 307.29, 985-7: “quomodo forma sit in toto et in 
quacumque parte tota”; ibid., 307.37 992: “una enim in nobis anima, suis omnibus undique 
stipata potestatibus, nempe essentialibus sibi”; 307.39, 994. Also Hippocratis De somnis, 4: “quid 
enim in nobis fit, quod a concretione corporis non proficiscatur?” 

50) ibid., 307.18, 953: see also below, for the importance of the reflexive function of the intellect. 

51) ibid., 307.17, 950: “ergo erit individuatio per animam. Anima igitur erit principium eius, 
quod est: quam nostri Barbari scitissima voce individuationem appellarunt.” 

52) ibid., 307,37 992 “an memoria sit in omnibus corporis partibus” (written against De immor¬ 
talitate animorum , Opera , ii.498, which asserts that the fingers on a cithara apparently move 
“absque memoria”). 

53) Scaliger begins the section entitled “An intellectus aliud sit ab anima” (307.14, 942) with the 
accusation that “in libris tuis De anima, sequutus Avenrois, atque eo prioris Themistii vaesa- 
niam, fecisti animam mortalem. Intellectum vero, ens unum, primum, omni implens, atque in 
unumquodque entium sese insinuans: quae pro suo quaeque captu et admittant, et habeant ad 
usum tuendae vitae. Ut sit quasi Sol incorporeus quidam, nulli oriens, aut occidens, sed semper, 
et ubique, et omnibus praesens”. This origin of this view is said by Scaliger not to be Aristotle, as 
Cardano claims, but Anaxagoras (whom Themistius and Plotinus follow). 
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that it is of a different essence (the celestial “quinta essentia”) from the body 
which is composed of the four material elements, and has a different origin. 
Like Cardano, Scaliger uses the doctrine of the eternity of matter and the 
axiom “ex nihilo nihil fit” to argue the case for the souls immortality. 54 

The processes of cognition reveal these features of the soul, and are described 
at length by Scaliger to highlight the omissions from Cardano s account of the 
mind, namely its ability to conceive of singulars as welll as universal, and of 
itself. Like Cardano, Scaliger is a realist (section 22 (963-5) is entitled “univer- 
salia sunt res extra intellectum”). As Kristian Jensen has pointed out, one may 
detect a Scotist inflection in his thought in his references to the perception of 
singulars, and in the argument that as the higher faculties have more perfect 
cognition that the lower ones, the intellect is bound to have cognition of the 
singulars of which the senses have perception. 55 

For Scaliger, the assertion that “Caesar is a man” can only have any sense if 
we perceive Caesar as an individual as well as a representative of the common 
nature “man”: 

The Caesar who writes this commentary is different from the universal nature of man. Nor 
can you say: this Caesar is the universal nature of man. He is other in a different way from 
Cato; and in a different way from horse or this horse. So it is necessary to understand how 
Caesar differs from the universal through the particulars. So there is cognition of singular 
things. 56 


Cardanos account of the objects of cognition cited above is very different, in 
that he seems to imply that all intelligibles are universals. Against this view, 
Scaliger clearly divides the object of the intellect s cognition into three modes: 
real (the “individuum”), logical (the “species”) and metaphysical (the “idea” or 
common nature). 57 


54) Ibid., 307.20, 933-9. Quintessence explains for Scaliger certain powers of the soul, including 
that of moving left, right, up and down, and of moving itself. 

55) Jensen, Rhetorical philosophy , 132-44. There are explicit laudatory mentions of Scotus (e.g. 
Exercitationes , 307.21, 960-1, on the concept of “configuratio” attributed to the “acutissimus vir 
Ioannes Duns”), and references to disagreements between Scotus and Thomas, such as that over 
on logic as scientia or modum sciendi (ibid., 307.23, 966-7). 

56) ibid., 307.16, 347: “hie Caesar qui nunc haec commentatur, est aliud quiddam a natura 
hominis universalis. Nec potes dicere: Caesar est natura hominis universalis. Sic alius est alio 
modo a Catone; alio modo ab equo et ab hoc equo. Hie Caesar ergo necesse est, Caesarem cog¬ 
nosce ut differt ab universali per particularia: singularia igitur cognoscetur.” See also the discus¬ 
sion in Jensen, Rhetorical philosophy, 139. 

57) Exercitationes , 307.23, 964. He also distinguishes three functions of the intellect, of which 
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As well as being able to conceive of singulars, the mind can conceive of 
material objects and of itself. Scaliger had given an early account of this in his 
commentary on Hippocrates’s De somnis : 

The thing intellecting, the intellected thing and the process by which this intellecting takes 
place are a unity in separated intellects. [...] The intellect intellects corruptibles through its 
own nature [...] not through theirs. In this way too we intellect a vacuum through the 
plenum, and a fiction through the truth. Our mind does not however become thereby 
either empty or Active. It is in this way that in intellecting itself the mind becomes all 
things, does all things, moves all things; it is all these things through itself not through its 
mental objects, for it intellects these things by itself. 58 

Scaliger makes the issue whether the intellect can know itself and objects 
greater than itself primordial in his exercitatio 307; 59 as Cardano omits to make 
much of it, he chooses to refute a text taken from the epistemological pessi¬ 
mist Juan Luis Vives, who dismisses the possibility of the soul knowing itself. 60 
Scaliger claims that the intellect “turns itself into twins” to do this. 61 He claims 
moreover, as does Aquinas, that we can know things beyond ourselves—not 


the first is the cognition of singulars: ibid., 307.2, 922: “est igitur intellectus opus triplex. Pri- 
mum, cognitio rerum simplicium, ut Leonis. Haec duplex: recta, quae est in prima statim appre- 
hensione: et reflexa, quoties ipsam intelligimus. Secundum, ubi coniuncta cognoscit: e quibus 
confiunt, quas nostri vocant Propositiones., Ciceroniani Effata. Hunc actum iccirco nostri bar- 
bari Complexum appellant: ut, homo est animal. Tertium est, cum his ita coniunctis adiungi- 
mus alia: ut ex ea compositione aliquid aliud educamus. Haec dicitur ratiocinatio. Vocabuli 
caussa in Originibus dicta est. syllogismon Graeci a collectione vocant. Sed et reflexa in his quo- 
que est.” 

58) Hippocratis de somnis, 10: “intelligens, intellectum, intellectionem unum esse in intellectibus 
separatis [...] ille intellectus intelligit corruptibilia per seipsum [...] non per ilia. Sic quoque 
intelligimus nos vacuum, per plenum: ficta, per vera. Unde fit, ut animus noster, neque inanis, 
neque fictus ist. Ita ille sese intelligendo, omnia facit: omnia movet: omnia est, a se, non ab illis 
quoniam ilia ab se esse intelligit.” 

59) This is a standard quaestio deriving from a locus in De anima , iii.4: see Maclean, “Language 
in the mind”. 

60) 307.2, 918: passim; 307.13, “contra Ludovici Vivis opinione, asserta est in libertatem animas 
sui cognoscendi” 307.13, 953 also refers to the “opus per reflexionem”. 

61) Scaliger, Exercitationes , 307.2, 920: “Intellectus noster non intelligit se per speciem: sicuti 
caetera entia omnia; sed per reflexionem [...] Sunt autem eius actiones duae: una recta, altera 
reflexa. Prima quidem cognoscit aliquid. Secunda cognoscit se et cognoscere, et cognoscendi 
habere potestatem. Qua reflexione seipsum, tametsi non disiungit, tamen geminat.” also ibid.: 
“intellectus autem philosophi naturalis cognoscit, atque intelligit se intelligere: erga quatenus 
actu intellectus est. Atque ilia duo de seipso cognoscit: et intelligit a se, et se intelligere se a se 
intelligi.” 
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only indemonstrable first principles and future events, but also God and his 
angels—and can, in knowing ourselves, move ourselves to greater and almost 
unlimited knowledge: “the soul is not limited by its first entelechy, nor is it 
restricted within such narrow confines, so that it might ever remain what it 
only is. But it has the power to develop itself (“sed habet quo sese promo- 
veat”): and without its essence being changed, it reaches its perfection which 
is called “suited to its nature” (“oikeion”) by the wise [i.e. the Stoics].” 62 In 
this way the mind is different from the senses: human beings cannot see 
themselves seeing, or see vision itself, but they can know themselves in the 
very process of knowing. 63 

The power of the mind to discover new things (“inventio”) is associated 
with its reflexive function. 64 Traditionally, the minds reflexive knowledge of 
itself derives from knowing other things, and by reflecting on its knowledge of 
them, coming to know itself indirectly or reflexively. In this account, the 
mind s self-awareness is therefore an understanding of itself of a hermeneutic 
kind: that is to say, that it moves from the known (the object of perception) to 
the unknown (the mind) of which the known is an object. Scaliger seems to 
conceive of the mind s reflexivity in yet more positive terms, as self-induced. 
Cardano would not dissent from this view of a self-moving intellect capable of 
comprehending not only individuals, but also itself, and entities greater than 
itself; indeed, he explicitly commends it for its knowledge of infinite and eter¬ 
nal things. 65 But his account of the intellect does not explain how it knows 
itself; indeed, his account of cognition appears to exclude the possibility of 
reflexive knowledge and to reduce all its objects to intelligible species of the 
highest order. 

The refutation of Cardanos passages on the intellect takes several closely- 
argued pages in Scaliger s Exercitationes. Very few elements of Cardanos argu¬ 
ment go uncriticised. Among other things, he accuses Cardano of confusing 


62) Ibid., 307.2, 918: “Intellectus enim natura non est praescripta prima ilia entelechia sua, 
neque tam angustis terminis cohibetur: ut hoc semper sit, quod tantum est. Sed habet quo sese 
promoveat: neque mutata essentia, summam illam adipiscatur perfectionem: quam oikeion 
vocant Sapientes”. On oikeion , see Cicero Academica , ii.37-8. 

63) See also Exercitationes , 307.9 934, on the distinction between “opus” (“visio”) “lumen” 
(“agens”) “color” (“visum”) and “voluntas potentia” (“volitio”): “non video me videre nec visionem.” 

64) Ibid., 307.18 953: “intellectum agentem autorem esse omnium inventionum” (a marginal- 
ium refers to Melanchthon: see above note 9). Cardano has a different (complexional) theory to 
explain the different intellectual capacites of men: see Opera , x.396 (“subtilitas ingenii indicat 
subtilem substantiam cerebri et econtra”). 

65) See above, note 26. 
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eternal with perpetual, 66 and of failing to grasp Averroes s argument that the 
object of the intellect is in the “modus similitudinis et receptionis”, and that it 
is therefore not identical with the intellect. 67 Scaliger also disagrees with the 
claim that the intellect and its object are both “formae generales”. Moreover, 
the soul is prior to the object in the intellect; the intellect is not internal and 
the will external, for the intellect directs itself to objects outside the soul, 
and the will to objects inside the soul. 68 Where Cardano postulates eight stages 
in the passage of res to the intellect (see above, 402) Scaliger only mentions 
four, namely the intentional activity of the intellect (“dianoia”) which extracts 
the mental species from the intended object, the species which is abstracted, 
the impression of the species on the intellect, and finally the act of intellecting 
in the intellect itself. 69 


5. Cardano, Actio in caluminiatorem (1559) 

Scaligers response to Cardanos arguments and conclusions is complex and 
allusive; his understanding of Cardano’s position seems to me to be generally 
accurate. That is not how Cardano saw matters, however. In 1559, he pub¬ 
lished an Actio in calumniatorem librorum de Subtilitate in which he sets out to 
dismiss Scaliger s criticisms. He implies at various points that Scaliger may be 
uttering the truth on occasions, but claims that it should have been produced 
in a long and properly argued book. Scaliger’s wrong philosophical approach 
to evidence is revealed through a thought experiment. Cardano records that 
an honest, straightforward and clever (“minime stultus”) farmer friend of his 
said that he had heard a cow speak and say “alas, this poor country” (“heu 


66) ibid., 307.6, 931: “neque tuus intellectus aeternus est: sed perpetuus propter intellectionum 
continuitatem.” 

67) See Averroes s commentary on De anima iii.4 429a 16 (“the mind as potentially the same as 
its object, although not identical to it”) and ibid., 430a 2; Exercitationes , 307.6, 930-2): “intel- 
lectum esse res intellectas... intellectum fieri omnia, non simpliciter, sed... per modum simili¬ 
tudinis et receptionis”; also 307.16, 946-9. Others accuse Cardano of not fully understanding or 
being wrong about this issue: see Nicolaus Taurellus, Commentarii, in Arnau de Vilanova, Opera 
(Basle, 1383), 1184: “[Cardanus] differentiam ignoravit inter simile, idem et unum.” See also 
Maclean, “Language in the mind”. 

68) Exercitationes , 307.8, 934: “cum equum volo, non aliter eum volo, atque ipsum intellexit 
intellectus”; see also ibid., 307.23, 966-7. 

69) ibid., 307.21,959 : “primum, quod [dianoia] educit speciem e materia : puta lux ad visionem. 
species, quae educitur. Tertium, ipsa impression speciei in intellectum. Quartum, intellectus.” 
On dianoia , see also 307.2, 922. 
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patriae huic”). The imagined reactions of various philosophical schools are 
then recorded by Cardano. Epicurus would have immediately accused the 
man of being stupid, or drunk, or mendacious; a theologian would have 
referred to God and our sins; a Platonist would have referred to demons. A 
true cautious peripatetic would have tried to make deductions from natural 
principles as sensibly as possible. An astrologer would have derived the power 
of speech in the cow from the stars. If Cardano had himself been asked, he 
tells us that he would first have established the mans veracity, and then pro¬ 
ceeded from the fact that the cow could not have spoken of its own nature. 
That did not necessarily mean that it had been prompted by the divine will, as 
God can communicate with men without breaching natural laws (the only 
similar case known to theologians is Balaams ass, through whom an angel 
spoke). So the farmer, who heard the cow speak, heard it as he would have 
heard words in a dream, or in an ecstatic state, or in great fear; the causes of 
such sensory impressions being either material such as an imbalance of the 
humours, or celestial. As the imbalance of humours could be ruled out in the 
case in question, it must have been a celestial cause, the message being 
addressed either to the farmer personally or (more plausibly) to mankind in 
general. 70 This reveals a curious double commitment in Cardano: to the value 
of rational enquiry, argument, empirical observation and experiment on the 
one hand, and, on the other, to an indemonstrable belief in the communica¬ 
tion by the superlunary spheres of information about the present and fixture 
state of the world and of individuals inhabiting it. At the same time as occupy¬ 
ing this complex position, Cardano rejects Scaliger s claim that the soul is 
composed of the quintessence as inconsistent with the peripatetic natural phi¬ 
losophy which he purports to espouse. There are signs of bad faith in Cardanos 
reading of his adversary. He accuses Scaliger of declaring that when Cardano 
was thinking about a horse, his soul was the substance of a horse (a claim, if 
made at all, made only in jest). 71 He also bridles at the accusation of impiety, 
of which he accuses Scaliger in turn in a passage in which he is alleged to say 
“Deum esse naturam”. 72 


70) Actio, in Opera , iii.707. 

71) Exercitationes, 307.6, 931: “intellectus Cardani est equi forma. Ergo Cardanus equus est.” 

72) Opera, iii.708: “porro quae in vigesimanova sectione denuo repetit, intoleranda sunt. Deum 
esse naturam. Natura est in rebus, ut Philosophus ait, et Deus erit in ipsis. Quin quod evidentius 
ibidem naturam vult esse in animatis, atque animam fieri a Deo: anima igitur Deus est. Quae- 
cunque enim eidem sunt unum, unum et inter se sunt. Anima igitur Deus, quae cum fiat cum 
Deo, Deus a Deo fiet. Porro quis mente sanus ferat tot impietates huius hominis? Hoc enim mihi 
nihil aliud est quam dicere, quod animus meus est substantia equi, dum equum intelligit, aut 
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6. Envoi 

It seems to me that in spite both of Cardano s claims to novelty and his explicit 
separation of hermeneutics and constructive argument, and of Scaliger s 
humanist credentials and philosophical self-confidence, no great change has 
occurred in the range of questions asked about the soul and in the evidence 
adduced to determine their answers. Nor has the use of texts in the Greek 
radically changed their interpretation, although the Greek commentaries of 
Alexander and others certainly stimulated the reconsideration of certain Aris¬ 
totelian doctrines. One can go back to the medieval origins of the debate, and 
find in Aquinas and his critics as much clarity about the issues under consid¬ 
eration as in the writings of the generation of Cardano and Scaliger. An indi¬ 
cation of this is to be found in the continued use of the Summa theologiae to 
discuss the soul, even in medical (and hence natural-philosophical) contexts. 
When, for example, the celebrated German doctor Gregor Horst produced a 
little book entitled De natura humana for his students at Giessen in 1612, he 
was content to structure his material by using Aquinas’s questions about the 
intellect, and to accept Thomist solutions. 73 Nor does there seem to be the 
signs here of a progressive march towards the secularisation of knowledge. 
Both parties to the dispute claim to be orthodox in their views, and both 
accuse the other of impiety: this in spite of the fact that both had been trained 
in the naturalistic schools of Northern Italy. Equally, both parties claim to 
distinguish between the interpretation of Aristotle, and independent philo¬ 
sophical argument, but both end up by mapping their views back on to an 
Aristotelian matrix. I do not mean to imply by this that they were unable to 


quod mens quaepiam equum animalia illustret. Quae tamen ille ut impia accusat. Sed si ulla 
esset ei mens, rogo, quomodo impia esse possunt? an apud Theologos? an Philosophos? [...] Ita 
vides calumniatoris impietatem inexcusabilem.” In fact, Scaliger had written only “si Natura 
intelligis Deum Exercitationes, 307.21 962. 

73) Gregor, Horst De natura humana (Frankfurt, 1612), ii.2 (quaestiones de intellectu): 1. An 
intellectus in intelligendo pendeat a corpore {Summa theologiae , la 84, 7f.) 2. An singulare vel 
universale cognoscantur ab intellectu {Summa theologiae , la 85,If) 3. Num singulare vel unive- 
rale primo cognoscatur ab intellectu {Summa theologiae , la 86,1) 4. An singularia per species 
intelligibiles ab intellectu cognoscantur (Summa theobgiae, la 85,1) 5. An species intelligibilis 
nobis actu insint a natura {Summa theobgiae , la 84,3) 6. An intellectus agens et patiens differant 
{Summa theobgiae , la 79,4fF.) 7. Num intellectus passiva potentia dici queat, et num intelligere 
sit pad {Summa theobgiae , la 79,2) 8. Num intellectus practicus et voluntas differant {Summa 
theobgiae , la 79,11) 9. An speculative intellectus et voluntas differant {Summa theobgiae , la 
79,11; 82,Iff.) 10. An voluntas dignior intellectu {Summa theobgiae , la 82,3) 11. An homini 
insit liberum arbitrium {Summa theobgiae , la 83,1). 
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distinguish between interpretation and philosophical argument, which they 
could clearly do; only, that the conceptual scheme which they found most 
congenial was that of the Stagyrite, no matter how far they were prepared to 
modify it. 

The unconventional views of Girolamo Cardano and their exhaustive cri¬ 
tique by Julius Caesar Scaliger are not mentioned in the section on psychology 
in the Cambridge History of Renaissance Philosophy . They are however not only 
important as expressions of a broad intellectual debate of the mid-sixteenth 
century, but also as influences much beyond the context of their first publica¬ 
tion. Cardano acquired the reputation as a free-thinking proponent of the 
mortality of the soul, and was vilified after his death by such orthodox defend¬ 
ers of Christianity as Francis Garasse and Marin Mersenne. 74 The anti¬ 
authoritarian tone of Cardano s writings, 75 together with their presence on the 
Index lihrorum prohibitorum , may have led to the posthumous reputation he 
acquired as a free thinker (although this was mainly fuelled by the almost 
certainly false assertion by the Jesuit demonologist Martin del Rio that he had 
written a clandestine book entitled De mortalitate animi ). 76 That, together 
with the denunciations in the frenzied atmosphere of 1620s Paris by Garasse 
and Mersenne, and the approbatory citation of Cardano in works by free¬ 
thinkers such as Giulio Cesare Vanini, 77 incited the manuscript hunters of the 
early seventeenth century to search for his lost works such as the De arcanis 


74) Francis Garasse, La doctrine curieuse des beaux esprits de ce temps, ou pretendus tels (Paris, 
1624), 24-5: “Hierosme Cardan, l’un des plus raffin^s atheistes que le monde porta iamais”; 
Marin Mersenne, Limpiete des diistes, athies et libertins de ce temps (Paris, 1624), 223-4 :“[...] il 
se cache tantqu’il peut dans l’ancre de son venin comme la seche, de peur d’estre recognu pour 
athee.” 

75) E.g. Opera , vi, 62: “ego Hippocrati credo, non quoniam Hippocrati sit, sed quatenus illius 
rationibus ad credendum cogor.” 

76) Martin Del Rio, Disquisitiones magicae (Cologne, 1633), ii.26.2, 229 : “sed et Cardanus 
addit errorem errori [the previous error being to claim that spiritual beings can be perceived by 
the senses], dum censet (homo de animae immortalitate dubius, ut indicant omnes fere illius 
libri editi: et maxime quern conscripserat, sed non ediderat, amicis autem familioribus aliquando 
ostendebat, de animae mortalitate liber) apparitiones omnes imaginarias esse, et species illarum 
primas imaginando tamtum concipi opinatur” ; reference to this passage is found in Paolo San- 
giorgio, Cenni storici sulle due University do Pavia e di Milano (Milan, 1831), 170. He describes 
it as a “accusa calunniosa”, which indeed it is, prima facie: cf. the more measured comment in 
Del Rio, Disquisitiones magicae , i. 13, 9: “in Cardani de Subtilitate et Varietate libris passim latet 
anguis in herba, et indigent expurgatione.” 

77) See Nicholas Davidson, “‘Le plus beau et le plus meschant esprit que ie aye cogneu: science 
and religion in the writings of Giulio Cesare Vanini” in Heterodoxy in early modem science and 
religion , ed. J. Brooke & I. Maclean (Oxford, 2006), 59-80, 59-80 (68). 



I. Maclean / Vivarium 46 (2008) 392-417 


[ 193 ] 415 


aeternitatis and the De fato , whose titles had already alarmed the authority 
which granted Cardano his first licence to print in Milan 1538. 78 Scaliger s 
Exercitationes on the other hand were adopted by a number of reformed Ger¬ 
man universities from about the same time, and used as a textbook of peripa¬ 
tetic philosophy up to the mid-seventeenth century. 79 But even he came to be 
seen no longer as a trustworthy guide: as one German doctoral student put it 
in 1645, in the dissertation in which he compared the two thinkers: “first let 
us consider Cardano; next Scaliger; and finally the truth”. 80 This is the prin¬ 
ciple to which both Cardano and Scaliger refer in order to distinguish their 
own rational constructions from those produced by Aristotle and others; it 
comes here to be directed against them in turn (something which at least Car¬ 
dano foresaw would happen). 81 
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Abstract 

Descartes’s conception of matter changed the account of physical nature in terms of 
extension and related quantitative terms. Plants and animals were turned into species 
of machines, whose natural functions can be explained mechanistically. This article 
reflects on the consequences of this transformation for the psychology of human soul. 
In so far the soul is rational it lacks extension, yet it is also united with the body and 
affected by it, and so it is able to act on extended matter. The article examines Des¬ 
cartes’s concept of scientia and his different uses of nature, and argues that there is 
much more continuity between Aristotelian and Cartesian psychology than is usually 
recognized when it comes to an explanation of the functions of the embodied human 
soul. If this makes psychology unfit for inclusion in the new science of nature, its 
object is still a natural phenomenon and has an important place within scientia as 
Descartes conceived of it. 

Keywords 

mind-body dualism, Descartes 

1. Introduction 

While it is uncontroversial that Descartes’s mind-body dualism set a limit to 
the universalistic demands of the new mechanistic philosophy of nature, it is 
less clear to what extent his notion of the human soul or mind qua embodied 
did. “Physics”, or “natural philosophy” in Descartes’s time was used in the 
sense of “the science of nature”. Nature, traditionally, would cover anything 
having a nature or essence, so rational animals, being at the top of the hierar¬ 
chy of natural, living things inside the Lunar sphere, were part of nature. Sci¬ 
ence of nature in this sense would include psychology, and so it did within the 
Aristotelian system of knowledge where the study of all natural things includ¬ 
ing living, animated beings fell under physics. In spite of redrawing the limits 
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between mind and matter, Descartes, it has been claimed, continued to con¬ 
ceive of the scope of physics in the traditional way, including not only animal 
and human physiology, but also important parts of human psychology—nota¬ 
bly, the passions and the interaction of mind and body—within his philoso¬ 
phy of nature. 1 

Such claims, I have argued, rest in part on the mistaken assumption that 
any other alternative would treat the mind as supernatural or transcendent, 
making it inaccessible to knowledge by natural means. Descartes’s definition 
of soul as distinct from matter in combination with his view of the human 
being as a mind-body composite did bring about a break in the continuity 
between psychology and the rest of the philosophy of nature, but did not 
exclude mind from nature. Recognizing that it is not part of physical nature as 
Descartes conceived the latter is not to make it supernatural but to recognize 
that Descartes’s concept of nature is less restrictive than that of contemporary 
naturalists who often identify nature with the domain of physics, or, more 
precisely, that of subsumption under the laws of physics. 2 

Nature in Descartes’s wide sense of the term includes all created things, 
thinking as much as extended. They instantiate the two kinds of nature or 
essences there are, which are also radically different so that there is nothing in 
common, no continuity between them. That thinking nature and extended 
nature are mutually independent means that they have explanatory autonomy. 
The created order of things includes, in addition, human beings composed of 
these two kinds of substance and hence partaking in two kinds of natures with 
mutually independent and exclusive essential characteristics. These mind- 
body composites are endowed with natures of their own in yet a different sense 
of the term introduced in the Sixth Meditation. This sense of nature is far 
from unproblematic itself. Qua composites of two mutually exclusive sub¬ 
stances, human beings have no distinctly intelligible essence or essential attri¬ 
bute of their own, comparable to the essences of the substances composing 
them. Embodied human nature is thinking and extended, and displays, in 
addition, properties which can be derived from neither of these two essences 

Thus, while admitting that Descartes “wasn’t clear whether the human mind considered by 
itself fell within physics”, Hatfield claims “he was clear that mind-body union and interaction 
were part of physics or the science of nature”. Gary Hatfield, Descartes and the Meditations (Lon¬ 
don and New York, 2003), 284, see also Catherine Wilson, “Descartes and the Corporeal Mind. 
Some Implications of the Regius Affair”, in Descartes Natural Philosophy , ed. S. Gaukroger & 
J. & J. Sutton (London & New York, 2000), 631-639. 

2) Lilli Alanen, “Descartes’s Mind-Body Composites, Psychology and Naturalism”, in Natural¬ 
ism in Modem Philosophy , ed. by M. Kisner, special issue of Inquiry vol. 51,3 (forthcoming). 
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considered apart, but depend on their close and intimate union. 3 Including 
the phenomena depending on the union—the actions and passions of the 
embodied mind and the interaction between mind and body—within the sci¬ 
ence of physical nature would mean turning them into something that by 
definition they cannot be: mere material processes or events. 

One might ask how clear Descartes was about the implications for psychol¬ 
ogy of his mind-body dualism. Did he not—marking a departure from his 
predecessors—write that he was treating of the passions of the soul “en 
physicien”? 4 Moreover, did he not, with his theory of the pineal gland, sketch 
the foundations of a theory or mind-body interaction, by which mental states, 
with suitable bridging laws, could be subsumed under physics? Opinions were 
divided already among Descartes’s immediate followers on this issue, some of 
them being less, some more sensitive to the problems the inclusion within 
natural philosophy of human nature understood in terms of Cartesian mind- 
body composites involved. Spinoza condemns the enterprise outright. He 
includes “the celebrated Descartes” among those who in writing about human 
affects and ways of living seem to treat them not as natural things following 
the “common laws of Nature”, but rather as “things which are outside nature.” 5 
He gives his predecessor credit for at least having sought to explain the human 
affects “through their first causes, and also to show the way by which the mind 
can have absolute dominion over its affects”. What he showed however was 
nothing except perhaps the “cleverness of his understanding” (E3pref.) If Des¬ 
cartes failed in this enterprise it was precisely because his dualism hindered 
him from treating his mind-body composites as mere physical bodies in a way 
the application of the common laws of nature required. 


3) I differ from Tad Schmalz who argues that Descartes at least in some contexts held that the 
substances consisting in mind-body unions come with an essence and modes of its own. See Tad 
M. Schmalz, “Descartes and Malebranche on the Mind-Body Union”, The Philosophical Review 
101 (1992), 281-325. I discuss this in Lilli Alanen, Descartes's Concept of Mind (Cambridge, 
Mass. & London, 2003), Chapter Two, and more recently, in Alanen, ‘Descartes’s Mind-Body 
Composites’. 

4) Rene Descartes, Oeuvres de Descartes , ed. C. Adam and P. Tannery, 12 vols., revised edition 
(Paris, 1964-76), 11: 326—subsequently cited as “AT” followed by volume and page number; 
Rene Descartes, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, English translation by J. Cottingham, 
R. Stoothoff, and D. Murdoch, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 1985), 1: 327—subsequendy cited as 
“CSM” followed by volume and page number. 

5) “Indeed they seem to conceive man in Nature as a dominion within a dominion. For they 
believe that man disturbs, rather than follows [magis perturbare, quam sequi ], the order of 
Nature.” Ethics , 3 pref. in Baruch Spinoza, The Collected Works of Spinoza, ed. and transl. by 
E. Curley (Princeton, 1985), vol. I, 491 (G II 137). 
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Descartes’s new conception of matter—one that Spinoza pretty much takes 
over—did bring with it a fundamental change in the conception of physical 
nature, reducing it to mere extension and what can be accounted for in related 
quantitative terms. This changed the way living things were to be conceived. 
Plants, animals and in so far as they are animals, human bodies too, were 
transformed into species of machines, whose natural functions can only be 
explained mechanistically. Minds lacking extension were not derivable from 
matter and could not be so explained, hence any account of the relation of 
mind to body defined in terms of extension had become utterly problematic, 
as Spinoza was among the first to fully realize. But was Descartes himself aware 
of the explanatory gap his dualism had created? If so, where, on the Cartesian 
tree of philosophy, should human psychology be located? 

To shed some light on these complex issues and the kind of answer Des¬ 
cartes could have offered, I propose to consider Descartes’s philosophy of 
nature against the background of his notion of Scientia in the general sense of 
true philosophy, paying close attention to the different senses of nature that he 
works with in the Meditations and elsewhere. 

Starting with the latter, there are mainly four senses to consider. The first is 
nature in the sense of extended matter which is the object of natural philoso¬ 
phy. The second applies to the nature of thinking things, and the third to 
nature in a more general sense comprising all things there are: God himself 
including the order of created things—thinking as well as extended things. 
The fourth and last—a special case of the third—is nature in the sense of 
everything God has given us as mind-body composites . 6 Science of nature in 
Descartes’s sense of natural philosophy cannot, I argue, be extended to include 
also the interaction between mind and body and the mental states ensuing 
from this interaction: nature in the first sense does not include nature in the 
fourth sense. Psychology properly cannot therefore be an extension of Carte¬ 
sian physics and hence is not part of his natural philosophy. Philosophy of 
nature on the other hand is not for Descartes as it would be for contemporary 
physicalists all there is to human science. Cartesian Scientia properly has 
nature in the third and most general sense as its object, and natural philosophy 


6) The last two, the third and fourth in my enumeration, are introduced in the Sixth Meditation 
(AT 7, 80; CSM 2, 56) and are discussed below in section 4. The order in which they are listed 
is chronological, i.e., it is the order in which Descartes, confronting different kinds of concerns, 
developed them. He started out as a philosopher of nature, who then became interested in the 
general metaphysical order of things, and who at the end of his life also became concerned about 
the nature of human beings and moral psychology. See Alanen, Descartes's Concept of Mind 
Chapter Two. 
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concerns only one kind of things that falls under it: those that can be under¬ 
stood through the attribute of extension. In addition to the basic metaphysical 
insights on which it rests, Scientia is not just about extended and thinking 
nature considered apart, but also includes what results from their union as 
specially instituted by God, and that, as it turns out, can only be known 
through the senses and ordinary life experience. For while depriving sensory 
experience of its earlier foundational role, Descartes never denied its impor¬ 
tance as a source of information that no mathematico-physical science (or 
metaphysics) can replace and that we have to rely on both as cognitive and 
moral agents. As part of our natural endowments which are the objects of 
psychology the aspects of sensory experience that are relevant here fall outside 
natural philosophy in Descartess sense of the term, but since it is through that 
experience only that we obtain cognitive access to this actual world, it also has 
a legitimate place within Scientia taken in the broadest sense of this term. If 
this is granted, and if by Cartesian Scientia we mean human science in the 
sense of true philosophy as used in the Preface to the Principles , then not only 
Scientia for Descartes but more particularly human psychology does after all 
retain something of the overall Aristotelian project . 7 What it retains, I suggest, 
is precisely the induction based generalizations involving assumptions about 
ends and strivings that Descartes made a point of banishing from his philoso¬ 
phy of nature. But then, not surprisingly, the continuity between Cartesian 
and Aristotelian psychology is precisely what makes the discipline of psychol¬ 
ogy unfit for inclusion in the new kind of philosophy or science of nature 
Descartes is advocating. 


2 . Nature and the Fabrication of the Man-Machine in the Early Work 

In his earlier writings Descartes makes a point of showing that a whole range 
of what within the Aristotelian scheme would count as lower psychic 


7) Scientia in the sense here intended comes close to the ideal of sapientia or human wisdom 
outlined in Rule One of Regulae addirectionem ingenii (AT 10, 359-360; CSM 1, 9-10). It is not 
exhausted by the highest kind of true and evident knowledge also characterized as scientia by 
Descartes, but includes what he calls “good sense” {bona mente) that Descartes equates to univer¬ 
sal wisdom (universali Sapientia). As the highest end of all enquiries it is pursued for its own sake, 
and it is best pursued by increasing the natural light of ones reason, not for solving scholastic 
philosophical problems as much as for practical guidance by the intellect in “each of life’s con¬ 
tingencies”. (AT 10, 361; CSM 1,10) Scientia in this sense is not only oriented to the true but 
also to the good, the good, moreover, as it should be pursued in this life, and thus its theoretical 
goals, differently from what the case may be for Aristotle, are ultimately subordinated to its 
practical, moral goal. 
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phenomena attributed to the animal soul, notably visual perception, were 
explainable in terms of law-governed causal mechanisms. It is important to 
note what exactly these causal mechanisms explained. They concerned the 
bodily and neuro-physiological conditions of sensory perceptions and their 
variations, but did not extend to their contents or the awareness accompany¬ 
ing them characteristic of human perception . 8 9 Descartes in fact never as much 
as suggests that these explanations would extend to the nature of man prop¬ 
erly. As the observer of the phenomenon of light, man, after all, stays outside 
nature in the original project of The World? where a truly original new concep¬ 
tion of nature is invented. Once the idea had been developed to include man 
as a self-regulating machine within the scope of the laws of nature, the laws of 
motions had to be completed with assumptions about regular connections 
between brain patterns and their mental correlates . 10 These regularities are 
posited but could not themselves be subsumed under or reduced to the laws 
of nature that explained the formation of the brain-patterns. The question is 
whether such regularities or correlations could have the status of natural laws 
in Descartes’s sense, that is, whether there are psycho-physical laws that meet 
the requirements Descartes puts on clear and distinct explanation . 11 


8) The animal-machine unlike the human perceiver does not have the ability to see or think that 
it sees. (AT I, 413; Descartes, The Philosophical Writings, vol. 3: The Correspondence (Cambridge, 
1991), 61-62—subsequently cited as “CSMK” followed by page number) That capacity, in 
whatever way it is explicated, is a prerequisite for the higher order cognitive capacities that Des¬ 
cartes sees as essential to thinking in his sense of the term. 

9) Its full title being Le Monde, ou le traite de la lumiere. 

10) Theo Verbeek notes that to include man as a self-regulating machine in the project probably 
was a late development. See Theo Verbeek, “The Invention of Nature”, in Descartes' Natural 
Philosophy , ed. Gaukroger & Schuster & Sutton, 149-167, I63n29. Cf. letter to Mersenne, June 
1632 (AT 1, 254-3; CSMK 39). 

n) The laws of motions do not apply here. To state a lawful connection a minimum requirement, 
one would think, would be that the phenomena to be related can be parameterized or described 
in comparable quantitative magnitudes. (Cf. e.g., Terence E. Horgan., “Nonreductive Material¬ 
ism and the Explanatory Autonomy of Psychology”, in Naturalism—A Critical Appraisal, ed. by 
S. J. Wagner and R. Warner (Notre Dame, Indiana, 1993), 295-320, 296 ff.) Yet many scholars 
would agree with Hatfield that although Descartes’s mechanistic physiology sees all bodily pro¬ 
cesses “as interactions between particles according to the laws of motion”, there “was no conflict 
between dualism and psycho-physical laws” for Descartes, who just “extended the notion of law¬ 
ful regularity to mind-body interaction, positing a permanent relation between brain-states and 
the sensations, appetites, and emotions they produce in the mind.” (Gary Hatfield, Descartes and 
the Meditations (London and New York, 2003), 284) It is important to be very clear about the 
point up to which this is true. Far from agreeing that there was no conflict for Descartes between 
dualism and psycho-physical laws, I myself have claimed that Descartes’s dualism is what Donald 
Davidson called anomalous and hence that the connections Descartes is positing cannot be 
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Descartes is not very explicit in these contexts about the nature of the psy¬ 
chic phenomena he is concerned with, traditionally attributed to the two 
lower kinds of Aristotelian souls. He describes, in his thought-experiments, 
machines which could imitate all these same functions that are found in real 
men, who differently from the machines imitating them, are endowed with 
rational souls. He talks of sensory perceptions as ideas but is not very clear on 
whether these ideas are anything beyond the patterns traced in the brain by 
neural motions. In the early unpublished Treatise on Man , sensory perceptions 
are described as the effects of the way God set up the mind-body union, giving 
the mind he united to the body its main seat in the brain and making it of a 
nature such as to give it different sensations (like those we have) depending on 
the ways in which the pores on the surface of brain are opened by the nerves. 

(AT 11, 143; CSM 1,102) 

The regular connections he posits between particular kinds of brain move¬ 
ments and kinds of perception are explained with some details both in the 
Regulae y I’Homme and La Dioptrique. However, the ‘ideas’ or ‘perceptions’, or 
‘sentiments’ are not yet conceptualized as essentially distinct from the patterns 
of motions in the brain and the mechanical reactions to these, which are found 
in animals as well as human beings. It is only later that he explicitly speaks of 
sensory perceptions as kinds of thought or modifications of the mind, more 
precisely, confused modes of mind, depending on its union with the body and 
caused by bodily motions. One may thus, legitimately, ask how clear Descartes 
himself was about the limits of his explanatory scheme in this context. 12 


lawful relations of the kind natural science assumes between mental and physical states. See 
Alanen, Descartes's Concept of Mind, Chapter Two, and Alanen, “Descartes’s Mind-Body Com¬ 
posites”, note 25, and references there given. For a clarifying assessment of recent discussions on 
this issue see Loeb 2006, 65-85. 

12) The ambiguity in his use of idea in the earlier work has often been pointed out, most recently 
by Desmond Clarke, who voices skepticism about Descartes’s dualism at this point (2002, 50). 
If Descartes did not come out clear on this issue then the claim that there are mechanical causal 
relations between, e.g., external objects stimulating sensory organs and ideas, taking the latter to 
be patterns or figures in the brain, that the mind directly inspects, would perhaps not be so 
problematic. He could have held that the connections posited between stimulations of sensory 
organs and patters of motion in the brain which are the bodily counterparts of “ideas” are sub- 
sumable under the laws of nature. But even in the earliest work there are contexts where the 
difference between what is in the mind or the cognitive power itself and the bodily organs of 
perception is unambiguously stressed, e.g., Rule XII of the Regulae. (e.g., AT 11, 415; CSM 1, 
42), and the question of how these patterns of motion can be related to the train of ideas on the 
mental level remains unanswered—that is, no other answer seems to be forthcoming than that 
God put them there, creating us such that these correlations obtain by “institution of nature”. 
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By nature’ in Le Monde Descartes means “matter itself” (AT 11, 37; CSM 
1, 92), and the laws governing it are laws of motion and they act through 
contact between the extended particles or chunks of matter that move. Laws 
of nature in this sense can only explain changes of speed or quantity of motion, 
configuration, etc. of extended matter. The first paragraph of the Treatise on 
Man (. VHomme ) written as a complement to the World states that the men of 
the world he describes are “composed, as we are, of a soul and a body”. His 
plan was to describe first the human body on its own, “then the soul, again on 
its own”; and finally “show how these two natures would have to be joined and 
united in order to constitute men who resemble us” (AT 11, 119-120; CSM 
1, 99). The only part worked out or preserved is the first, about the functions 
of the body, but there is no explanation of how the mind is joined to the body. 
What his thought-experiment with machines imitating humans can show at 
most, is that functions and bodily movements simulating those of the animal 
body, i.e., all vital, conative and cognitive functions common to humans and 
animals, can be given a mechanistic account, in some broad sense of machine- 
mechanism that presupposes functions and ends set by the machine-maker. 13 
In addition to biological functions (digestion, circulation of blood, nourish¬ 
ment, growth, respiration, etc.), the list includes sense perception, imagina¬ 
tion, memory, and the “internal movements of the appetites and passions”. 
No need hence to postulate vegetative or sensitive souls or principles of life 
and movement in the body-machine, “apart from its blood and its spirits, 
which are agitated by the heat of the fire burning continuously in its heart—a 
fire which has the same nature as all the fires that occur in inanimate bodies.” 
(AT 11, 202; CSM 1, 108) 

These same points are repeated in Part Five of Discours de la methode (AT 6, 
50- 59). The context now is different in so far as Descartes has laid out, for 
the first time more explicitly, his dualistic thesis that the soul is essentially 
thinking and “entirely distinct from the body” (AT 6, 33). 14 He starts with a 
summary of some of his discoveries in Le Monde and THomme , in particular 
his account of the blood circulation and the vital and cognitive functions we 
share with the animal-machine (AT 6, 52-56), i.e., the phenomena listed 
above. 15 But now, for the first time, he explains what distinguishes real human 

13) Cf. the lucid account of Dennis Des Chene, Spirits & Cbcks. Machines & Organisms in Des¬ 
cartes (Ithaca & London, 2001), Chapter 6. 

14) This is not to say that had not always held a dualistic view. That he did, is obvious already in 
the early Regulae. But it is to say that he had not given too much thought to the consequences 
for dualism of his new concept of matter. See Alanen, Descartes's Concept of Mind, Chapters 1 and 2. 
,5) For a clear account of Descartes’s uncompromising commitment to mechanical, non-finalistic 
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beings from mechanical devises imitating their movements: namely, the pos¬ 
session of reason revealed through the use of meaningful speech (AT 6, 56- 
58). Referring to parts of his earlier work that has not survived, he claims he 
had shown not only that the rational soul unlike the other functions explained 
“cannot be derived in any way from the potentiality of matter, but must be 
specially created” but also that it is not enough that it is “lodged in the human 
body like a helmsman in a ship... but that it must be more closely joined and 
united with the body in order to have.... feelings and appetites like ours and 
thus to constitute a real man.” (AT 6, 59; CSM 1, 141) 

Descartes here admits that the animal-machine described in the part of the 
UHomme we know differs from a real man on two accounts: in lacking a ratio¬ 
nal soul, and, moreover, in not having feelings and appetites like ours, which 
require a more intimate union of the soul with its body than that of the pilot 
in the ship of the Platonic metaphor. The pilot, like the fountain engineer or 
the organ player in the metaphors of I’Homme can control the movements of 
the vessel or automaton it inhabits, but it cannot feel the damage done to it 
nor can it experience its well-being in working properly. If it were possible to 
locate a rational soul within a machine in all respects similar to the human 
body we would still not have a real human being, but a machine with a ratio¬ 
nal control organ. 

It is however not until the Meditationes deprima philosophiae that Descartes 
says a bit more about the real human being. What he now says confirms, in 
line with the remark quoted above from the Discours , that the union as he 
conceives it goes far beyond what any platonic metaphors could capture. 


3. Thinking Nature 

Before considering Descartes’s more mature view of human nature, as it 
unfolds in the Sixth Meditation, and the questions concerning our knowledge 
about it, something should be said about his view of thinking itself, which by 
being united to it changes the body-machine into a thinking, human body. 
Answering the questions we are concerned with here depends on how one 
interprets this notions, i.e., on what one takes the nature of thinking or essence 
of mind (nature in the second sense of the term) to be, and what difference 
adding thought, in the sense one prefers, to matter, makes. There are a number 


explanation of vital functions see Annie Bitbol-Hesperies, “Cartesian Physiology” in Descartes’ 
Natural Philosophy , ed. Gaukroger & Schuster & Sutton. 
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of candidates. Consciousness, which is not one I prefer, is one of them. Agency 
is another. Being a cognitive or a rational agent are, to my mind, clearly more 
suited (than having conscious awareness) to capture what it is for Descartes to 
be a thinking, reasoning being. Awareness may be one prerequisite for ratio¬ 
nality but other features are more important, not least the capacity to use and 
respond to meaningful speech and to form judgments, something that involves 
the capacity to distinguish truth and falsity, to reason and draw inferences. 
Ideas as analyzed in the Third Meditation have an intentional structure, they 
have objects or contents, and intentional actions are done for reasons and 
ends. Rational agency as discussed by philosophers since Aristotle presupposes 
not only desire for some good moving the agent but a capacity for deliberation 
and decision or choice involving evaluative and normative considerations. 
Rational agents in deliberating about the end to pursue and deciding about 
the appropriate way to pursue them are thought to be themselves active or 
self-movers. 16 None of this is amenable to explanation in terms of efficient 
causes of the kind Descartes’s physics operates with, and cannot be included 
even in some extension of mechanistic physics, from which considerations 
about ends and intentionality are on principle excluded. One may argue that 
Cartesian dualism left room for a purely speculative science of rationality, and 
indeed, Descartes seems to lay the grounds for this in his metaphysics. What¬ 
ever such a science might reveal about rational nature in general it is not of 
much help when it comes to understanding the human mind or predicting 
actions of human agents, who are not purely rational. Qua embodied they are 
passive and acted upon by other bodies: their thinking is affected by what hap¬ 
pens to the bodies they find themselves as one with. 17 This leaves us with 
thought-matter composites, which do not naturally fall in either camp, i.e., 
neither in that of the objects of the science of physical nature nor that of ratio¬ 
nal souls. Let us now turn to considering these and the access we can have to 
these as objects of cognition. 


16) Descartes takes this idea to its extreme: Activity in the sense of a capacity for self-determina¬ 
tion, that he calls liberum arbitrium voluntatis , renders one responsible not just for ones external 
actions but for ones very thoughts or beliefs and is essential to the human thinker, rendering 
her, as Descartes explains in the Fourth Meditation, an image of God. The intellect as such is 
passive—a capacity for seeing and understanding the truth—it takes the will to endorse truth 
and to commit oneself to seeking it, as it also takes the will to give up that commitment, in mak¬ 
ing mistakes and assenting to beliefs without good reasons. I develop these points in Alanen, 
Descartes's Concept of Mind, 224-233 and 240-246. 

17) For more extensive discussions of Descartes’s concept of ideas as well as other aspects of his 
broad notion of thinking see Alanen, Descartes's Concept of Mind. 
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4. Two New Senses of Nature 

In the Sixth Meditation, having given his final proof for the existence and 
distinctness of mind and body, Descartes enquires about the epistemic status 
of sense perceptions which are “less clearly understood” than the properties of 
bodies which can be “comprised within the subject-matter of mathematics” 
(AT 7, 80; CSM 2, 55). He worries on the one hand about beliefs about par¬ 
ticular objects of sense perception, (how do we know that the sun is of such 
and such a size or shape), and, more generally, about sensory phenomena 
“such as light or sound or pain” in themselves. They were described in the 
Third Meditation as obscure and confused to the point that we do not always 
know what they are about or whether indeed they have any object or not. 
(AT 7, 43-4; CSM 2, 29-30) These are highly uncertain, yet, he writes: 

... the very fact that God is not a deceiver, and the consequent impossibility of there being 
any falsity in my opinions which cannot be corrected by some other faculty supplied by 
God, offers me a sure hope that I can attain the truth even in these matters. Indeed, there is 
no doubt that everything that I am taught by nature contains some truth. (CSM 2, 56. Italics 
added.) 18 

What then does nature teach us and what truth does that teaching contain? 
Two further senses of “nature”, nature generally (3) and my nature in particu¬ 
lar (4), are introduced here: 


For if nature is considered in its general aspect (3), then I understand by the term nothing 
other than God himself, or the ordered system of created things established by God. And 
by my own nature in particular (4) I understand nothing other than the totality of things 
bestowed upon me by God. (CSM 2, 56. Numbering added.) 19 

The first of the two new senses of nature, nature in its general aspects, covers 
God himself or the whole created system of things—thinking and extended— 
with the order he established. Here, in the Sixth Meditation, Descartes is not 
concerned with our knowledge of this ordered system as a whole but with 
what we can now about nature in the latter sense (the fourth and last sense on 
my list). It stands for my own nature in particular in all its complexity—the 


18) “Et sane non dubium est quin ea omnia quae doceor a natura aliquid habeant veritatis.” (AT 
7, 80). 

19) “.. .per naturam enim, generaliter spectatam, nihil nunc aliud quam vel Deum, ipsum, vel 
rerum creatarum coordinationem a Deo institutam intelligo, nec aliud per naturam meam in 
particulari, quam complexionem eorum omnium quae mihi a Deo sunt tributa.” (AT 7, 80). 
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totality of the things I have been given, including mind, body and their union 
as instituted by God. Among the things that nature in this restricted sense 
teaches is that I have a body, that there is something wrong with my body 
when I feel pain, “that when I am hungry or thirsty the body needs food 
and drink, and so on”. By the above principle there is some truth in all this. 
Moreover: 

Nature also teaches me, by these sensations of pain, hunger and thirst and so on, that I am 
not merely present in my body as a sailor is present in a ship, but that I am very closely 
joined with and, as it were intermingled with it {quasi permixtum ), so that I and the body 
form a unit. (AT 7, 81; CSM 2, 56) 

In feeling pain and other sensations I feel myself affected by what affects my 
body to the point of not distinguishing body and self, and since there is some 
truth in teachings like this, it is true that I am as it were intermingled with or 
one with my body. For, as he explains, if this were not so, if I were a merely 
thinking thing in the body, I, qua thinking, would not feel pain but would 
instead perceive the damage suffered by the body through the intellect, as an 
external observer, just as “the sailor perceives by sight if anything in his ship is 
broken”. Take any other example. Suppose my arm or leg was blown off in an 
explosion—something I would notice only by seeing the limb thorn away from 
the rest of my body. Similarly, when my body was dehydrated or starving, 


I should have an explicit understanding of the fact, instead of having confused sensations 
of hunger and thirst. For these sensations of hunger, thirst, pain and so on are nothing but 
confused modes of thinking which arise from the union and, as it were, intermingling of 
the mind and the body. (AT 7, 81; CSM 2, 56) 

In addition to teaching me about my own bodily states, nature in this last 
sense also teaches me that I, or my body, is surrounded by other bodies, some 
beneficial some harmful, that the former are to be sought out and the latter 
avoided. 


And from the fact that I perceive by my senses a great variety of colours, sounds, smells and 
tastes, as well as differences in heat, hardness and the like, I am correct in inferring that the 
bodies which are the source of these various sensory perceptions possess differences corre¬ 
sponding to them, though perhaps not resembling them. Also, the fact that some of the 
perceptions are agreeable to me while others are disagreeable makes it quite certain that my 
body, or rather my whole self, in so far as Iform a composite of body and mind, (sive potius me 
totum, quatenus ex corpore et mente sum compositus), can be affected by the various beneficial 
or harmful bodies which surround it.” (AT 7, 81; CSM 2, 56. Italics added). 
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It imports to be very clear about the difference between teachings of nature of 
this kind, which presuppose actual sensory experience, and what we can dis¬ 
cover about the ordered system of nature in general (nature in the third sense). 
The latter includes the two general attributes of extension and thought, from 
which anything that can be known about the things falling under these (nature 
in the first and the second sense) can be derived. All the changes that can hap¬ 
pen to body considered as a piece of mere extension can in principle be 
deduced mathematically—similarly, pure, rational thoughts can be inferred 
from the simple notions given the norms or laws of thought. But there is no 
way one could deduce or predict, from either of these attributes, the pain I 
suffer when my arm is blown off, or the warmness I enjoy when this body of 
mine is seated by the fire. I can find this out only by relying on my sensory 
experience, which presupposes the stimulation of my sensory organs by 
changes in my environment affecting my mind or thinking thus and so, with 
these particular vivid but confused thoughts that sensations characteristically 
are for Descartes. 20 The ways thoughts and bodily motions are connected, 
given the institution of nature—i.e., the ways God has joined human minds 
to their bodies—can only be found out by experience. Understanding or dis¬ 
tinctly explaining these connections eludes us. 

Descartes goes on to distinguish, in the Sixth Meditation, what merely 
appears to be taught by nature, but is in fact the product of hasty judgments 
and prejudice, from what nature really teaches and is reliable. Thus what 
nature appears to teach me about the true properties of things is often false. 
On the contrary, whatever nature appears to teach me that matters to the 
wellbeing of my whole self, the self as a compositum , is—at least under normal 
circumstances—trustworthy: 

For the proper purpose of the sensory perception given me by nature is simply to inform 

the mind of what is beneficial or harmful for the compositum of which the mind is a part; 

and to this extent they are sufficiendy clear and distinct. (AT 7, 83; CSM 2, 57) 


20) It does not follow, as Tad Schmalz has argued, that sensations cannot be modes of mind, 
because if they were, they would be transparent and wholly intelligible. To avoid this, he pro¬ 
poses that the mind-body union is a third kind of substance with an attribute of its own, of 
which sensations are modes. (Schmalz, “Descartes and Malebranche”, 281-325 and 298.) But 
this goes against Descartes’s explicit claims, e.g., in the Passions of the Soul that they are modes of 
thought caused by motions in the body, and that there are only two main attributes for clear and 
distinct knowledge of things. Sensations, on my reading, are complex states expressed under the 
two attributes at once: they are modes of thought that result from the union of thought with 
body and cannot—as Descartes explains to Regius—be experienced by pure minds. (Descartes 
as I read him, holds the very view expressed by Malebranche in a passage quoted by Schmalz, 
“Descartes and Malebranche”, 305). 
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Things are not all that simple however, as every reader of the Sixth Meditation 
knows. Because of the ways the mind and body are put together to form the 
compositum , the mind being “utterly indivisible” and the body “by its nature 
always divisible” ad infinitum, errors of nature are bound to happen. 21 

Errors happen because as those of you who have studied Descartes’s physi¬ 
ology know, “nature has laid it down”, for instance, that a given motion caused 
by nerves from the foot in the brain, should “produce in the mind the sensa¬ 
tion of pain, as occurring in the foot”. However, there is some distance to the 
brain from the foot, and so the mind does not distinguish at which point of 
the neural transmitters the motion has begun. Suppose, for instance, that the 
nerve is pulled at the lumbar region instead of in the foot: 

...the same motion will occur in the brain as occurs when the foot is hurt, and so it 
will necessarily come about that the mind feels the same sensation of pain. (AT 7, 87; 
CSM 2, 60) 

It may seem all set up for mad doctors experimenting with brains in a vat and 
for philosophers to speculate about whether the rest of the body apart form 
the crucial regions of the brain has any serious role to play for our experience 
being what it is_But we need not worry about that here because, as Des¬ 

cartes declares in a mood of Leibnizian optimism, we can trust in a benevolent 
God who has ordained things in the best possible way, with our good as his goal. 


... any given movement occurring in the part of the brain that immediately affects the mind 
produces just one corresponding sensation; and hence the best system that could be devised 
is that it should produce the one sensation which, of all possible sensations, is most.... 
frequently conducive to the preservation of the healthy man. And experience shows that the 
sensations which nature has given us are all of this kind; and so there is absolutely nothing 
to be found in them that does not bear witness to the power and goodness of God. (AT 7, 
87-88; CSM 2, 60) 

The motions occurring in the brain are linked with sensations that (given 

Gods purposes in instituting the union) are most useful for preserving the 


21) He explains: “The mind is not immediately affected by all parts of the body, but only by the 
brain, or perhaps just by one small part of the brain, namely the part which is said to contain the 
‘common sense. Every time this part of the brain is in a given state, it presents the same signals 
to the mind, even though other parts of the body may be in a different condition at the time.” 
(AT 7, 86; CSM 2, 59-60) The seat of the common sense for Descartes is the conarion or pineal 
gland, and as he states somewhat carelessly, speaking, presumably, of the regular connection 
between brain states and the signals perceived by the mind, “this is established by countless 
observations, which there is no need to review here” (!) (AT 7, 86; CSM 2, 60). 
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continued wellbeing of the body, e.g., those signifying thirst when the level of 
liquid is too low for the body to stay healthy (AT 7, 88; CSM 2, 61). I am 
going over all this familiar ground just to note how very far Descartes has 
moved from effects that could be explained by invoking mere mechanical 
causes and laws of nature in the sense of nature invented in Le Monde , which 
is and remains the proper domain of Cartesian physics. Gods ends that Des¬ 
cartes has banned from his physics, because they are and remain hidden to us 22 
are now invoked as something we are invited to take for granted, relying on 
our daily experience. Descartes seems to think that we may conjecture about 
Gods purposes in creating things for practical and ethical purposes, wherever 
we are not required—as we are when doing physics—to back every finding 
by “the strongest arguments”, i.e., by clear and distinct proofs (AT 7, 375; 
CSM 2, 258). That we do not have such proofs does not mean that our con¬ 
jectures are groundless. The ends and values here are not arbitrarily posited 
but inferred inductively—they are, moreover, supported by what we can know 
in general about our nature and that of our creator when we do our metaphys¬ 
ics properly. I am taught through repeated experiences that if I neglect that 
tugging feeling in my stomach too long I will become increasingly weak, 
or that whenever I feel a certain dryness in my throat, I need some intake of 
liquid, and I may rely on this even though the same experience may occasion¬ 
ally lead me astray, (for instance, were I to suffer from dropsy and had better 
avoid following my impulse). I can always correct my errors once I know how 
they occur, using my other faculties. 23 So I have to rely on my experience 
on pain of starving or dying of thirst, and I infer that the feelings I rely on 
are given me, by God or nature, with this purpose, to serve my survival and 
wellbeing. Note that there is nothing else than past experience for one to rely 
on here. 

Note also that whatever regularities we discover in following the teachings 
of nature, and what we can infer from our experience, are between perceived 


22) Fourth Meditation (AT 7, 55; CSM 2, 39). Cf. Dennis, Des Chene, Life’s Form: Late Aristo¬ 
telian Conceptions of the Soul (Ithaca and London, 2000). 

23) “Atque haec consideratio plurimum juvat, non modo ut errores omnes quibus natura mea 
abnoxia est animadvertam, sed etiam ut illos aut emendare aut vitare facile possim. Nam sane, 
cum sciam omnes sensus circa ea, quae ad corporis commodum spectant, multo frequentius 
verum indicare quam falsum, possimque uti fere semper pluribus ex iis ad eandem rem exami- 
nandam, et insuper memoria, quae praesentia cum praecedentibus connectit, et intellectu, qui jam 
omnes errandi causas perspexit; non amplius vereri debeo ne ilia, quae mihi quotidie a sensibus 
exhibentur, sint falsa, sed hyperbolicae superiorum dierum dubitationes, ut risu dignae, sunt 
explodendae.” (AT 7, 89; CSM 2, 61) 
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external things or internal states of the body, and our desires and beliefs. The 
regularities observed are thus, strictly speaking, between sensations, i.e., 
thoughts of a certain kind, and beliefs about what causes them, i.e., thoughts 
of another kind. The thoughts may be clear in the sense of manifest and vivid, 
though none of them are very distinct, and what matters here are regular pat¬ 
terns of association between them, which I have relied on successfully before. 
The tugging feeling in my stomach unfailingly brings the thought of food to 
my mind. The teachings of nature Descartes invokes in the Sixth Meditation 
do not involve any observations about connections between neural motions or 
brain states and thoughts. The latter kind of regularities are and remain purely 
speculative, they belong to postulations about my bodily nature in the sense 
of nature invented in Cartesian physics. This is not to say that such sensations, 
their variations of intensity and correlations with stimuli could not be the 
objects of empirical investigations. 24 But one must ask what about the embod¬ 
ied mind apart from the occurrences in different conditions of different types 
of sensations and beliefs such investigations could reveal. They inform us at 
best of the neuro-physiological mechanisms underlying certain kinds of expe¬ 
rience, but contribute no light on the content of those experiences, which 
depends on ones former experiences and the whole context of beliefs, well- 
based or not, that provide them with their meaning. 


5. Material and Formal Principles of Explanation 

Descartes may have realized the limits of his concept of physical nature and 
hence of mathematical physics in his sense of the word only gradually. He 
seems to have come out defeated from the questioning on this topic that his 
smartest and most admired student, Princess Elizabeth, put him through, 
when she demanded an explanation of the mind-body interaction. The best 
he can do is to spell out, in terms of the three primary notions, a distinction 
already hinted at in the Principles I, art. 48, when listing different kinds 
of objects of cognition. There are only two ultimate classes of things, think¬ 
ing and extended, with their respective modes. He now adds to these “certain 
other things which must not be referred either to the mind alone or the 


24) Descartes’s speculations about the neural connections instituted by nature may, as Hatfield 
argues, have set the framework for later empirical investigations, e.g., of the 19th century exper¬ 
imental psychologists, of relations between physical stimulus and sensation. See Gary Hatfield, 
“Descartes’s Naturalism about the Mental”, in Descartes’ Natural Philosophy , ed. Gaukroger, 
Schuster and Sutton, 644 ff. 
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body alone”, but “arise from the close and intimate union of our mind 
and body”. 

This list includes, first, appetites like hunger and thirst; secondly, the emotions or passions 
of the mind which do not consist of thought alone , such as the emotions of anger, joy, sadness 
and love; and finally, all the sensations, such as those of pain, pleasure, light, colours, 
sounds, smells, tastes, heat, hardness and the other tactile qualities (AT 8A, 23; CSM 2, 
209. Italics added) 

These are modes depending on both mind and body as united and are said to 
be “experienced” as such by us—so taught by nature. The increased beat of my 
heart rate and the trembling of my limbs can be independently observed, but 
only I can feel the fear that the thoughts of the threat I am under and my slim 
chances of escape simultaneously produces in me. This does not mean that 
others observing me could not also see that I am frightened, but in order to 
identify my state as fear they need to know something about the context and 
the reason for which I am trembling. Fear is a complex psycho-somatic phe¬ 
nomenon that cannot be reduced to either type of mode—mental or bodily— 
composing it. 25 

Contrary to what Descartes suggests in this connection, we do not learn 
much later about how these phenomena arise from the union. The reference is 
to articles 188-203 of part IV of the Principles . We there learn that his original 
plan was to write two further parts: a fifth part on animals and plants, and a 
sixth part on man. “But I am not yet completely clear about all the matters 
which I would like to deal with there, and I do not know whether I shall ever 
have enough free time to complete these sections.” (AT 8A, 312; CSM 2, 279) 
So he borrows again from his earlier work to explain what sensation is and 
how it operates. Adding to the earlier accounts he now also mentions how 
mental states like imaginations can cause bodily changes. Imagining some¬ 
thing pleasant, for instance, or receiving good news causes joy, and the somatic 
changes this involves contribute in their turn to sustain the emotion pro¬ 
duced, keeping the mind focused on the things imagined. Emotions are “con¬ 
fused thoughts, which the mind does not derive from itself alone but 
experiences as a result of something happening to the body with which it is 
closely conjoined”, and as such they are completely different from rational 
thoughts about what is worthy of desire and pursuit and what is not. (AT 8A, 
117; CSM 2,281) Descartes obviously appeals, without explicitly mentioning 


25) Compare the remarks from Aristotle quoted below in note 29. 
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it, to the institution of nature. 26 He explains that while “we understand very 
well how the different size, shape and motion of the particles of the body can 
produce various local motions in another body... there is no way of under¬ 
standing how these same attributes (size, shape and motion) can produce 
something else whose nature is quite different from their own.” Yet we know 
that “the nature of our mind” is such that this happens, for “we actually expe¬ 
rience the various sensations as they are produced in the soul, and we do not 
find that anything reaches the brain from the external sense organs except 
for motions of this kind”. We thus have “every reason to conclude” that the 
properties in external objects to which we apply the terms of sensations 
or sensory qualities are “simply various dispositions in those objects which 
make them able to set up various kinds of motions in our nerves” which—by 
disposition of nature—produce the various sensations in the soul. (AT 8A, 
322-323; CSM 2, 285) 

We take all this for granted without understanding how it happens merely 
because we experience it. One might object that the appeal to the institution 
of nature in this context is an appeal to the general order of things established 
by God—i.e., to nature in the third sense above. That order would include 
the laws of nature laid down by God in creating extended matter (instantiat¬ 
ing nature in the first sense of nature that Descartes introduces in Le monde). 
If so, the institution of nature here (concerning human nature—nature in 
the fourth sense) would be but a special case of the application of the laws of 
physical nature—suitably extended perhaps with psycho-physical bridging 
laws. There are, as we have seen, serious reasons for questioning such a read¬ 
ing. The institution of nature to which Descartes appeals in this context applies 
only to the particular ways in which the human mind and body have been 
joined by God to compose the unity we can only experience (but not dis¬ 
tinctly understand). It presupposes, of course, the general order of things 
established by God (nature in the third sense), but in so far as that order 
includes God himself as well as his creation of things our cognitive access to it 
is limited. 27 The two main attributes we have for conceiving things clearly and 


26) He claims: “It can also be proved that the nature of our mind is such that the mere occurrence 
of certain motions in the body can stimulate it to have all manner of thoughts which have no 
likeness to the movements in questions. This is especially true of the confused thoughts we call 

sensations or feelings_We clearly see... that the sensation of pain is excited in us merely by 

the local motion of some parts of our body in contact with another body; so we may conclude 
that the nature of our mind is such that it can be subject to all the other sensations merely as a 
result of other local motions.” (AT 8A, 320-321; CSM 2, 284) 

27) I discuss Descartes’s view on our knowledge of God in Lilli Alanen, “Omnipotence, Modality 
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distinctly present material and thinking things as mutually independent sepa¬ 
rate objects of cognition, so do not help, but hinder us from conceiving dis¬ 
tinctly the unity they compose. Yet human beings—unities of mind and 
body—are creations of God too so are part of the general order he established. 
This general order of things, consequently, extends beyond that of the two 
natures to which we can access cognitively in terms of clear and distinct ratio¬ 
nal concepts: it is not exhausted by the mechanical laws determining the 
motions of extended matter on the one hand, completed by teleological and 
moral laws governing rational thinking on the other. It comprises phenomena 
we clearly experience even though we cannot distinctly account for them, 
hence the appeal to yet another nature (the fourth sense of nature) specially 
instituted by God. Descartes never appeals to the institution of nature in any 
other context than that of human nature, and he needs it here precisely because 
human nature eludes comprehension in terms of the concepts of thought and 
extension and cannot be derived from either. Human nature had to be spe¬ 
cially instituted, for a special purpose we can at best have merely moral cer¬ 
tainty about—it does not flow from Gods immutability in the way the 
quantity of motion or necessity of eternal truths do. The regularities governing 
it as well as the ends they serve cannot be derived in any other way than by 
experience. The teleology banished from Cartesian philosophy of nature, re¬ 
enters with his theodicy in the Fourth and the Sixth Meditations in the con¬ 
text of accounting for our errors as finite, willing and embodied creatures. 
Speculations about ends and purposes as we saw are also acceptable for practi¬ 
cal purposes in ethics. What is excluded from physics is not only acceptable 
but a necessary requirement (or postulation) for human psychology, ethics 
and practical rationality. Here, in so far as psychology and practical rationality 
are concerned, Descartes seems simply to follow the very tradition he rejects 
in his philosophy of nature. 

Psychology as it evolved in the tradition of Scholastic De Anima commen¬ 
taries was indeed part and parcel of natural philosophy—not because of any 
reduction of soul to matter but because the very principles of natural philoso¬ 
phy were form and matter: the human soul being the form of the human body 
belongs with other things composed of form and matter among the objects of 
natural philosophy. 28 Des Chenes rightly stresses the importance of seeing 


and Conceivability”, in A Companion to Descartes , ed. by J. Broughton and J. Carriero (Oxford, 
forthcoming). 

28) Thus in a presentation of the sciences in the prolegomenon to Toletus commentary on Aris¬ 
totle’s Physics —a work Descartes may have studied—the part on De anima is said to deal with 
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Descartes’s project against the background of this literature. What he had to 
replace was an impressive edifice of a unified science where no phenomenon 
was left behind. Descartes is often seen as one of the first to outline a modern 
version of a unified science. What is striking, comparing his enterprise to the 
one he wants to replace, is not how much is included under the new physics, 
but rather, how much of what used to be included in the traditional philoso - 
phia naturalis is left out. Psychology in the traditional sense is one example: 
soul or mind is severed from matter once and for all and can thus not be the 
object of Cartesian physics that deals exclusively with matter and motion and 
what can be explained through material and mechanical principles. If we want 
to call Descartes’s explanations of the functions of the animal machine ‘animal 
psychology”, or as Hatfield himself suggests, “body psychology”, we might 
just as well call it simply “machine psychology”, but it should be remembered 
that such explanations can represent only one aspect of what Aristotle himself 
thought that the natural scientist investigating psychological phenomena 
should occupy himself with, the other being the form or definition of the 
phenomenon that require a “dialectician”. 29 


the soul that is common to all the living things. The functions depending on the soul, like sleep, 
waking, youth, age, life death were dealt with in Parva naturalia. Animate things themselves i.e. 
animals and plants, were treated in Historia animalium and in De partibus animalium and De 
plantiis. Toletus commentary is quoted in Dennis Des Chene, Physiologia. Natural Philosophy in 
Late Aristotelian and Cartesian Thought (Ithaca and London, 1996)—an invaluable source for 
knowledge about the tradition Descartes confronted and wanted to replace. 

29) Consider Aristotle’s account of emotions or affections of the soul that he characterizes 
“emmattered accounts” because they involve concurrent affections of the body. Their definitions 
should reflect this: they should provide the material cause but also and importantly the formal 
or final causes. Aristotle writes: “[E].g. anger should be defined as a certain mode of movement 
of such and such a body (or part or faculty of a body) by this or that cause for this or that end. 
That is precisely why the study of the soul—either every soul or souls of this sort—must fall 
within the science of nature” ( DeAnima 1.1. 403a26-28). It is Aristotelian hylomorphism which 
makes it a suitable object of Aristotelian science of nature (« episteme ) the framework of which is 
teleological. Science of nature as here defined is much larger than philosophy of nature in Des¬ 
cartes’s sense which excludes hylomorphism, teleology and with them any “emmattered accounts” 
of the kind Aristotle and his followers operate with, that comprises the material causes accounted 
for by the physicist a narrow sense and, in addition, those given by the dialectician. Aristotle 
writes "... a physicist would define an affection of the soul differently from a dialectician; the 
latter would define e.g. anger as the appetite for returning pain for pain, or something like that, 
while the former would define it as a boiling of the blood or warm substance surrounding the 
heart. The one assigns the material conditions, the other the form or account; for what he states 
is the account of the fact, though for its actual existence there must be embodiment of it in a 
material such as it is described by the other.” {De anima 1.1. 403a29-b33) Aristotle concludes 
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Far from including animal and human physiology as part of what was tra¬ 
ditionally understood as a broader science of life including biology, physiology 
and psychology, Descartes, as Dennis des Chene has shown, eliminated the 
concept of life as a kind and transformed (or reduced) living things to a species 
of machines. They have what looks like a restricted capacity of self-motion but 
in fact is nothing but a passive power of being held in motion under certain 
circumstances—for animals including humans, as long as a certain fire, pro¬ 
ducing the pressure required to keep the animal spirits in motion, keeps burn¬ 
ing in their hearts.. . 30 

The capacity for self-motion properly is reserved by Descartes for what the 
Aristotelians took to be the highest kind of soul, human mind or reason, 
which in the Cartesian story had to be separately created by God and joined 
to the human body. 31 But that does not make it supernatural, and the natural 


that the “genuine physicist”—one, I take it, doing science of nature in the sense he thinks it 
should be done—“is he who concerns himself with all the properties active and passive of bodies 
or materials thus and so defined” (DeAnima 1.1. 403b8-13). All these properties are discovered 
through empirical observation of the characteristic activities of the ensouled human beings. 

30) See Des Chene, Spirits & Clocks , Introduction p [2-3] and 1998. 

31) I have suggested in other contexts that Descartes’s notion of the mind-body union can be 
seen as a paradigm instantiation of the Aristotelian idea of an immaterial form informing matter. 
See Lilli Alanen, “Descartes’s Dualism and the Philosophy of Mind”, Revue de Metaphysique etde 
Morale , No. 3 (1989), 391-413. Cf. Schmalz, “Descartes and Malebranche”. This may seem 
quite inappropriate given the Cartesian transformation of the concepts of matter and mind, with 
the ensuing rejection of the hierarchy of forms structuring the Aristotelian kosmos. There are no 
potentialities in Cartesian matter that could be actualized in the form of thinking. The point 
Descartes himself wants to make in invoking powers associated with Scholastic forms in respond¬ 
ing to Elisabeth’s question, is that the very Aristotelian idea of souls informing matter, and forms 
moving material things—stones, organisms, and animals—as the final causes of their changes, is 
derived from our human experience of being moved by desired or intended ends in acting. What 
Descartes opposes in Aristotelianism is not the recognition of this familiar phenomenon of act¬ 
ing for ends and moving our body accordingly, but its illegitimate extension to serve as an 
explanatory model for natural motions generally. As he explains to Elisabeth, doing so is confus¬ 
ing the notion we have of experiencing ourselves united with body, i.e., of acting and being acted 
upon by body, with the kind of force that operates on mindless bodies, like the supposed quality 
of heaviness does in stones: “Par exemple, en supposant que la pesanteur est une qualite reelle, 
dont nous navons point dautre connaissance, sinon quelle a la force de mouvoir le corps, dans 
lequel elle est, vers le centre de la terre, nous navons pas de peine a concevoir comment elle meut 
ce corps, ni comment elle lui est jointe; et nous ne pensons point que cela se fasse par un 
attouchement reel dune superficie contre une autre, car nous exp&imentons, en nous-memes, 
que nous avons une notion particuliere pour concevoir cela; et je crois que nous usons mal de 
cette notion; en 1‘appliquant a la pesanteur, qui nest rien de r&llement distingue du corps, 
comme jespere montrer en la Physique, mais quelle nous a ete donn£e pour concevoir la fa$on 
dont Time meut le corps.” Letter to Elisabeth, 21 may 1643 (AT 3, 667; CSMK 219). 
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world for Descartes is not co-extensive with the material world. 32 But physics, 
as we have seen, extends to the latter kind of nature alone, nature as defined in 
Le monde in the passage quoted above. So from the fact that Descartes and 
many of his followers considered some aspects of the human mind to be, 
through the union of mind and body, part of nature, it does not follow that he 
or they thought that these aspects were explainable through the laws of physics 
as they conceived of it. 


6. Scientia and the Metaphor of Philosophy as a Tree 

Let me finally turn to Scientia in the wide sense with which Descartes must 
have been familiar. He sets it up as an ideal in his early writings: it is supposed 
to provide certain knowledge that can serve as a foundation also for practical 
rationality, and if never fully realized it is at least partly worked out in the 
Principles . 33 It has been compared to the Aristotelian ideal of epistem e 34 with 
which it has more in common than with modern ideas of a universalistic sci¬ 
ence. Like Aristotle’s ideal of episteme , it is all-encompassing in the sense of 
including an account of the subject of knowledge itself and its place in the 
general order of things, and also an ordering according to their value of the 
different domains of cognition. It is this broad sense which is intended by 
Descartes when he writes to Elisabeth that all human science consists “solely 
in properly distinguishing these [three primitive] notions from each other and 
attributing each of them only to the things they pertain to.” 35 This same broad 


32) This is also pointed out by Hatfield, “Descartes’s Naturalism”, 636. 

33) Cf. note 6 above. 

34) As understood in the Posterior Analytics (100al4-bl3). Episteme is what one has in grasping 
syllogisms, granting that Aristotelian syllogism do more than provide a proof of the conclusion, 
they are supposed in addition, as Myles Burnyet has argued, to provide understanding of why the 
conclusion holds, and for this reason, Burnyeat thinks that in fact “understanding” would be a 
better translation of episteme than “knowledge” or “scientific knowledge”. (Cf. Miles Burnyeat, 
“Aristotle on Understanding Knowledge”, in Aristotle on Science: Proceedings of the 8th Symposium 
Aristotelicum , ed. by E. Berti (Padua, 1981), 97-139, quoted by John Carriero in an unpublished 
paper, “Cognitio, Scientia, and the Cartesian Circle” (1998) to which I owe this point.) Under¬ 
standing and explanation together with certainty, rather than justification, characterize Scientia 
in this sense, which is concerned with the explanatory order. For Descartes, the explanatory 
order involves cognition of God, of extended matter which is the object of physics, of our think¬ 
ing nature as created by God, which is the object of metaphysic and of the phenomena belonging 
to our embodied nature which are the object of sensory experience. 

35) “Je considere aussi que toute la science des hommes ne consiste qua bien distinguer ces 
notions, et a n’attribuer chacune d’elles qu’aux choses auxquelles elles appartiennent.” (AT 3, 
663-666; CSMK218) 
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sense can be seen at work in the letter prefacing the French edition of the 
Principles where Descartes explains what philosophy is, namely “the study of 
wisdom” where “wisdom [la sagesse ] is taken to mean “not only prudence in 
our everyday affairs but also a perfect knowledge of all things that mankind is 
capable of knowing, both for the conduct of life and the preservation of health 
and the invention of all the arts.” (AT 9B, 2-3; CSM 1, 180) All the things 
mankind is capable of knowing for Descartes is comprehended by what can be 
deduced from their first causes or principles which must themselves be so clear 
and evident that they cannot be doubted, i.e., those that he lays out in his 
Meditations and summarizes in Part One of the Principles (AT 9B, 3-20). Sci- 
entia in this broad sense recognizes the role and value of the third kind of, let s 
call it “practical knowledge”, constituted not just of sensory experience of the 
mind-body union itself, but also of whatever lesson one may have learnt in the 
course of ones life. This experience gathered from ones ordinary life, from 
conversations and interactions with fellow human beings in daily affairs, inter¬ 
preted properly, i.e., in the light of dualism and the limits this puts on the 
reductionist and universalistic claims of physical science, has its own legiti¬ 
mate part to play within Scientia or “true philosophy”. It constitutes, one 
could say, the soil from which the Cartesian tree of philosophy springs and 
that its fruits in their turn are supposed to enrich. It is a kind of knowledge 
even when it falls short of the certainty and distinctness that the science of 
nature has as its ideal but it can at least aspire at moral certainty. A clear insight 
into the conditions of perfect knowledge, moreover, goes hand in hand with 
the recognition that its ideals cannot be met in the domain of daily life where 
practical rationality is exercised. 

Thus, the part of psychology that goes beyond the physiology of perception 
and emotions, for instance, the classification and analysis of confused thoughts 
like sensations and passions, fall outside the domains where strict criteria for 
evidence and demonstration apply. Qua modes of thinking human passions 
are not part of physics, nor can they—because of their confused nature—be 
objects of a separate rationalistic psychology relying on introspection or ratio¬ 
nal speculation. To the extent they have bodily expressions and behavioral 
effects they may indeed be objects of a behavioristic psychology in some wide 
sense of the word. But that too would have to rely heavily on common sense 
experience and what we learn through daily observation of and interaction 
with fellow human beings, and cannot therefore count as an extension of 
physics in Descartes s sense of philosophy of nature. 

As here understood, Cartesian Scientia is broader than philosophy of nature 
and rational psychology or metaphysics taken together. It encompasses 
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both and allows in addition for a third, less perfect but irreplaceable form of 
cognition which is also irreducible in its kind. The moral psychology and eth¬ 
ics one finds in Lespassions de I’dme flows neither from physics nor from phys¬ 
ics in any combination with rational psychology, although they may presuppose 
both. In Descartes s familiar metaphor Philosophy is compared to a tree which 
can be divided in three parts, of which the first, metaphysics, provides the 
roots or the first principles of knowledge with all “the clear and simple notions 
within us”, the second, physics contains “the principles of material things”, 
and the third consisting in “all the other sciences” (AT 1 IB, 14; CSM 1, 186). 
The wording is vague enough to leave it open whether the investigation of 
man belongs to physics or to the special sciences, i.e., to the branches emerg¬ 
ing from the trunk, of which medicine, mechanics and morals are the princi¬ 
pal ones. Which ever view on takes, it must be recognized that if “ I’homme ” 
here, in the context of the metaphor of the tree of philosophy, stands for any¬ 
thing above and beyond the body-machine described by mechanistic physiol¬ 
ogy, it owes a lot, just like the morals that grows out of the tree, to the first 
principles that constitute its metaphysical roots and the soil of daily experi¬ 
ence from which they spring. It cannot be stressed enough that the physiology 
of sense perception and emotions which are objects of Cartesian physics or its 
physiological extension, covers very limited aspects of human nature. The 
phenomenology of perception, as well as beliefs, motivation, intentional 
action, the interplay of reasons and passions—briefly most of the phenomena 
that psychology in general, and moral psychology in particular aspire to 
explain, fall outside Cartesian science of nature. None of this is to say that 
Descartes may not have entertained the idea of extending his science of nature 
to include human nature or aspects of it at some points. He did not—indeed 
could not as I have argued—take that idea very far. 
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Abstract 

According to Marin Cureau de La Chambre—steering a middleway between the Aris¬ 
totelian and the Cartesian conception of the soul—everything that lives cognizes and 
everything that cognizes is alive. Cureau sticks with the general tripart distinction of 
vegetative, sensitive, and intellectual soul. Each part of the soul has its own cognition. 
Cognition is the way in which living beings regulate bodily equilibirum and environ¬ 
mental navigation. This regulative activity is gouverned by acquired or by innate 
images. Natural cognition (or instinct) is cognition by innate images only. Cureau 
develops a highly originel theory of natural (or specialized’) instinct. His theory 
attempts to explain five features of instinct (innateness, specialization, species-specifitiy, 
coerciveness, teleological nature). According to my interpretation, Cureau proposes a 
species of what is called a ‘teleosemantic theory’ of innate cognition. 

Keywords 

instinct, sensitive soul, vegetative soul, cognition, image, teleosemantics 


1. Introduction 

Among the philosophers of the 17th century, the name of the French physi¬ 
cian, philosopher, and contemporary of Rene Descartes Marin Cureau de 
la Chambre (1594-1669) is certainly not the most illustrious. 1 Therefore, we 


1} For general accounts of Cureau’s work and life see Ilse Forster, Marin Cureau de la Chambre 
1594-1675. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der psychomoralischen Literatur in Frankreich (Breslau, 
1936), Salomon Diamond, “Marin Cureau de La Chambre”, Journal of the History of Behavioral 
Science 4 (1968) 40-34, Albert Darmon, Les corps immateriels. Esprits et images dans loeuvre de 
Marin Cureau de la Chambre (1594-1669) (Paris, 1983), 5-16. 
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first have to set the stage for his entry. I will do this by a very brief consider¬ 
ation of the transformation from the Aristotelian soul to the Cartesian mind, 
followed by a more extensive examination of the early modern notion of 
instinct. 2 


2. Aristotelian Soul, Cartesian Mind, and Cureau’s Proposal 

The notion of the soul Descartes rejects is not the same as Aristotle’s but a 
historical descendant of it. While Aristotelians claim that the soul is that in 
virtue of which a living being is alive, Cartesians hold that living beings are 
part of the physical world, and the vital functions of the soul—such as repro¬ 
duction, nutrition, growth, decay, self-motion, appetite, sensation and per¬ 
ception—are to be explained in terms of matter and its properties. The 
vegetative and sensitive life-functions are no longer part of the soul, because 
they are explanatorily superfluous. Therefore, when Cartesians say that ani¬ 
mals do not have souls, they are not denying that animals live and perceive. 3 
What they say is something like this: “As far as life-functions are concerned 
vegetative and sensitive souls are explanatorily useless, we can do better with¬ 
out them.” 4 Still, Cartesians retain something similar to the intellectual soul, 

2) In an appendix entitled “Quelle est la Connaissance des bestes et jusques oil elle peut aller” to 
Les characters des passions (cited as Passions) Cureau articulated the theory of instinct for the first 
time. The appendix is reprinted in the new edition of Traitede la connaissance des animaux (cited 
as Traite\ cf. Truitt, 315-366). After the severe critique on Cureau s view that animals reason by 
the Cartesian physician Pierre Chanet (De L’instinct et de la connaissance des animaux, avec 
Vexamen de ce queM. de la Chambre a ecritsur cette matiere, 1646), Cureau extensively defendend 
his view in the Traite, without further engaging in discussion over animal instinct. In his final 
work Systbne de I’dme (cited as Systbne) he reasserted and expanded the original theory of 
instinct. 

3) See Henri Mores letter to Descartes 11.12.1648: “Caeterum a nulla tuarum opinionum ani¬ 
mus meus, pro ea qua est mollitie ac teneritudine, aeque abhorret, ac ab internecina ilia & 
iugulatrice sententia, quam in Methodo tulisti, brutis omnibus vitam sensumque eripiens, 
dicam, an potius praeripiens? Neque enim vixisse unquam pateris.” (AT V, 243) Compare Des¬ 
cartes answer to Mores complaint 21.02.1649: “vitam enim nulli animali denego, utpote quam 
in solo cordis calore consistere statuo. [...] nec denego etiam sensum, quatenus ab organo cor- 
poreo dependet.” (AT V, 278). 

4) In the work Traite de I’Ame et de la connaissance des betes (1676) of the radical Cartesian 
Antoine Dilly the question of the animal soul has a decisive demarcating function: “La conois- 
sance de cette question est absolument necessaire pour la parfaite intelligence de la Philosophic: 
car soit qu on se range a coste des philosophes qu’on appelle nouveaux, ou qu avec le grand 
nombre & et la foule ou se tienne attache a la philosophic des Anciens & principalement a celle 
d’Aristote.” Cf. Albert Balz, Cartesian Studies (New York, 1951), 106. 
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because the Cartesian soul is the thinking thing, distinct from the body, and 
the subject of mental acts such as believing or desiring. 

To clarify his rejection of the Aristotelian conception Descartes dismisses 
the notion of “soul” (anima), and recommends the use of “mind” (mens) 
instead. The mind is the soul, and the soul is the mind. The Aristotelian soul 
is the principle of life, 5 the Cartesian mind is the thinking substance. The soul 
makes living beings alive, the mind makes thinking beings think. Many inter¬ 
preters contrast Aristoteles theory of the soul with Descartes’ theory of the 
mind in terms of life versus thought. 6 

This setting, as it were, seems dramatic enough. Enter Marin Cureau de la 
Chambre. His proposal runs as follows: life is a form of thinking. “On peut dire 
que tout ce qui est vivant connoist, et que tout ce qui connoist est vivant.” 7 
Everything that lives cognizes and everything that cognizes is alive. The prin¬ 
cipal functions of life are cognitive. I will continue to translate “Connoissance” 
by “Cognition” and “connaistre” by “to cognize”. I hope the reasons for this 
choice will become clear enough in the course of this paper. 

Let me now set out Cureaus general picture. Cognition is first of all an 
activity. 8 It is the activity of forming representations or “images”, as Cureau 
calls them. More precisely, the term “cognition” refers to the activity by which 
living beings acquire and process information from the environment or from 
within the living being. This information is stored in the form of images on 
which living beings can act. Cognition is the way in which living beings regu¬ 
late both, the equilibrium inside their bodies and the navigation in their natu¬ 
ral environments. This regulative activity is governed by acquired or innate 
images. Cureau sticks with the general Aristotelian framework: the soul is the 
principle of life. He also retains the tripartite distinction of vegetative, sensi¬ 
tive, and intellectual soul. Despite the problems this way of speaking might 
foster, I shall continue to talk of three “parts” of the soul. 9 


5) Cf. Garreth Matthews, “De Anima 2.2-4 and the Meaning of Live”, in Essays on Aristoteles De 
Anima , ed. M. C. Nussbaum and A. Oksenberg Rorty (Oxford, 1992), 185-194. 

6) For a critical discussion of this dialectic cf. Peter Anstey, “De anima and Descartes: Making up 
Aristotle’s Mind”, History of Philosophy Quarterly 17 (2000), 237-261. 

7) Systeme 3.3.4, 144 

8) Passions , 545; Traite, 38, 53-56; Systeme 1.1.1, 22-24. 

9) For early modern Aristotelian conceptions of the soul see Kathleen Park, “The Organic Soul”, 
in The Cambridge Companion to Renaissance Thinking , ed. C. B. Schmitt and Q. Skinner (Cam¬ 
bridge, 1988), 464-484. A. Marc Smith, “Picturing the Mind. The Representation of Thought 
in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance”, Philosophical Topics 20 (1992), 149-170, Dennis Des 
Chene, Life’s Form. Late Aristotelian Conceptions of the Soul (Ithaca/London, 2000). 
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Cureaus own De anima , if you like, his work Le systeme de Vdme from 1664 
consists of six books. It begins with a book on the intellect, continues with a 
book on sensation, followed by a book on the vegetative faculty. The titles of 
these three books are: “De la connoissance intellectuelle”, “De la connoissance 
sensitive”, “De la connoissance naturelle”. This means, that each part of the 
soul has its own cognition—be it intellectual, sensitive, or natural. And each 
part of the soul cognizes either by acquired or by innate images, with the 
exception of natural cognition. Natural cognition is—more or less—cognition 
by innate images only. I say “more or less”, because Cureau thinks that every 
activity of a higher part of the soul is foreshadowed in the less perfect cognitive 
activities of the lower parts. For two reasons, this is a crucial point. 

First, Cureau does not follow what might be called the “Method of Levels”. 
In Cureaus system of the soul it is not the case that in every new part of the 
soul there can be found a completely new kind of activity. Cureau rather fol¬ 
lows what might be called the “Method of Unfolding Repetition”: in each part 
or level of the soul the cognitive activities of the higher parts can be found. 
Second, the foreshadowing has important methodological implications for 
Cureau. As I have just indicated, Le systeme de I’dme does not begin with the 
lowest part, the vegetative soul, but with the noblest part, the intellectual soul. 
As the activities of the intellectual part are foreshadowed in the sensitive part, 
the examination of intellectual cognition is a means per analogiam for the 
examination of sensitive cognition. Likewise, the examination of the sensitive 
part is an analogy for natural cogniton. 10 

As I have said, natural cognition is (more or less) cognition by innate 
images. Cognition by innate images is what Cureau calls “instinct”. As natural 
cognition is the most basic sort of cognition, and as it can be found in each 
part of the soul, instinct matters. Let me now move on to the examination of 
some aspects of the early modern notion of instinct. 11 


10) “La nature s’essaie en quelque sorte a raisonner dans 1*imagination.” (Passions, 560) Generally, 
nature excercises herself in the lower parts of the soul, she makes “l’essay de ses ouvrages dans les 
choses les plus basses.” ( Traite, 48). 

11) For the history of the concept of instinct see Heinrich Ernst Ziegler, Der Begriff des Instinktes 
einst undjetzt. Eine Studie iiber die Geschichte und die Grundlagen der Tierpsychologie (Jena, 1910), 
Salomon Diamond, “Gestation of the Instinct Concept”, Journal of the History of Behavioral Sci¬ 
ence 7 (1971), 323-336, Salomon Diamond, “Four Hundred Year of Instinct Controversy”, 
Behavior Genetics 4 (1974), 237-252, Robert A. Greene, “Instinct of Nature: Natural Law, Syn- 
deresis, and the Moral Sense”, Journal ofthe History of Ideas 58 (1997), 173-198. 
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3. Four Kinds of Instinct 

“Instinct is a great matter”, as William Shakespears Falstaff rightly points 
out. 12 In early modern philosophy, the notion of instinct has different mean¬ 
ings. As I see it, we may distinguish four meanings. 

Through the influence of Edward Herbert of Cherbury s work De veritate 
(1624) the concept of “instinctus naturalis” became a synonym for the actions 
of the innate faculty of the intellect . In his description of the intellectual facul¬ 
ties, Cherbury suggests that in addition to the faculties that are classified under 
the traditional headings of external senses, internal senses and reason, there is 
another even more fundamental faculty, natural instinct, which is the source 
of the so-called “notiones communae”. 13 According to Cherbury, common 
notions are given universal assent by people in all places and at all times. 
People arrive at these notions without reasoning or reflection. Common 
notions are foundational, they are logically first principles, and they exhibit 
certainty. They are vital for the preservation and flourishing of human beings. 14 
In a critical note to Mersenne, Descartes comments on Cherbury in the fol¬ 
lowing way: “He recommends that one should above all follow natural instinct 
especially, from which he derives all his common notions. For my part, I dis¬ 
tinguish two kinds of instinct. One is in us qua human beings, and is purely 
intellctual: it is the natural light or mental vision \intuitus mentis ]. This is the 
only instinct which I think we should trust.” 15 Descartes is of course more 
reluctant than Cherbury to commit himself to matters of universal consent. 
For there is a great difference between the criterion of universal assent and the 
criterion of natural light, since, as Descartes says, hardly anyone makes good 
use of that light. 16 An additional matter of dispute is that Descartes’ natural 
light shines on theoretical principles, whereas Cherburys natural instinct 
detects moral and teleological principles. However, both agree that this instinct 
is purely intellectual and, therefore, trustworthy. Lets follow Descartes in call¬ 
ing this the “intellectual instinct”. 


12) William Shakespeare, Henry IV, II, 4. 

13) Edward Herbert of Cherbury, De veritate (Stuttgart/Bad Cannstatt, 1966), 44: “Instinctus 
naturales sunt actus facultatum illarum in omni homine sano & integro existentium, a quibus 
Communes illae Notitiae circa Analogiam rerum internam (cuiusmodi sunt, quae circa causam, 
medium et finem rerum bonarum, malum, pulchrum, gratum etc.) maxime at individui, speciei, 
generis & universi conservationem facientes, per se etiam sine discursu conformantur.” 

14) Cherbury, De veritate 63; Cf. Charles F. de Remusat, Lord Herbert de Cherbury: sa vie et ses 
oevres (Paris, 1874), 154 f. 

15) Descartes to Mersenne 13.10.1639 (AT II 599). 

16) Ibid. (AT II, 598). 
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Now, what is the other kind of instinct Descartes refers to? His letter to 
Mersenne continues as follows: “The other [kind of instinct] belongs to us qua 
animals, and is a certain impulse of nature towards the preservation of our 
body, towards the enjoyment of bodily pleasure, and so on. This should not 
always be followed.” This notion of instinct seems very loose and general, even 
colloquial. Humans and other animals instinctively seek the good and shun 
the harmful. Lets call this “lower instinct”. 

However, many animals do have very specialized instincts, which humans lack. 
Here is an exemplary passage from Shaftesbury’s work Characteristics (1711): 


But beasts, I said, have instincts that man has not. True, said he. They have indeed percep¬ 
tions, sensations, and pre-sentations, if I may use the expression, which man, for his part, 
has not in any proportionable degree. Their females, newly pregnant and before they habe 
borne young, have a clear prospect or pre-sensation of their state which is to / follow, know 
what to provide and how, in what manner and at what time. How many things do they 
preponderate? How many at once comprehend? The seasons of the year, the country, the 
climate, place, aspect, situation, the basis of their building, the materials, architecture, the 
diet and treatement of their offspring, in short the whole economy of their nursery, and all 
this as perfectly at first and when inexperienced as at any time of their life afterwards. 17 

Let’s call this third species of instinct “ specialized instincts' , because the work¬ 
ings of this species of instinct are directed towards special purposes. The breed¬ 
ing, nesting, and migrating behaviour of swallows or martins is one paradigmatic 
example for this kind of instinct in early modern debates. Animal capacities 
such as these exhibit five characteristic features. 

1. They are innate. Which means that they are not the outcome of experi¬ 
ence, learning, habituation or reasoning. In Shaftesbury’s eyes, for exam¬ 
ple, this feature is definitional. He writes: “Therefore, if you dislike the 
word “innate”, let us change it, if you will, for “instinct”, and call instinct 
that which nature teaches, exclusive of art, culture or discipline.” 18 

2. Instincts are highly specialized. This is a complex feature. It means that 
these instincts are domain-specific, that they are triggered by certain 
stimuli only, and that they express themselves in certain regular behav¬ 
ioural sequences. 


17) Earl of Shaftesbury, Characteristics of men (Cambridge, 1999), 282-283. For more on Shaft¬ 
esbury’s notion of instinct see Robert A. Greene, “Instinct of Nature: Natural Law, Synderesis, 
and the Choral Sen st\ Journal of the History of Ideas 38 (1997), 173-198. 

18) Shaftesbury, Characteristics 335. 



M. Wild/Vivarium 46(2008) 443-461 


[ 227 ] 449 


3. They are specific to a species of animals. Which means that the same 
instincts can be found in all healthy or normal members of a certain 
species. 

4. They are compelling. Once the behavioural sequence is triggered, the 
animal cannot help performing those acts. 

5. They have a teleological flavour. The behavioural sequence is a purposeful 
sequence, aiming at a certain end. The animal seems to choose appropri¬ 
ate means for certain ends, as if by intention. 

Let me briefly comment on the first feature, the idea of innateness. In contem¬ 
porary discussions concerning biology the concept of innateness combines 
rather different ideas. Here is such a bunch of ideas: “innate” means (i) present 
at birth, (ii) not learned, (iii) a distinctly organized sequence of behaviour 
driven from within, (iv) not affected by development, (v) a behavioural 
difference caused by a genetic difference, (vi) adapted over the course of evolu¬ 
tion, (vii) shared by all members of a species, (viii) intended or meant to 
develop. The features of adaption and genetic inheritance, of course, are irrel¬ 
evant in the historical context of Cureau. 19 Moreover, innateness is not to be 
confused with heredity. 20 There are two reasons for this. First, there is sponta¬ 
neous and sexual generation in early modern biological thinking, and sponta¬ 
neously generated animals cannot inherit specialized instincts from their 
parents. Second, although the development of the embryo is controlled by the 
principle of life, the soul, there is much debate and speculation on whether 
there is a kind of imprinting from outside. 21 Cureau de la Chambre, for one, 
rejects the idea that the workings of the specialized instincts are in every 
instance the effect of the Prime Cause, i.e. God. Nevertheless, Cureau suggests 
that the principles governing the workings of the specialized instincts are 
imprinted directly by God before birth. And of course, the relation between 
God and the animal creation is not a relation of inheritance. The early modern 
concept of innateness itself is defined by two ideas: specialized and intellectual 


19) However cf. Saul Fisher, “The Soul as Vehicle of Genetic Information: Gassendi s Acoount of 
Inheritance”, in The Problem of Animal Generation in Early Modem Philosophy , ed. J. E. H. Smith 
(Cambridge, 2006), 103-123. 

20) Cf. Justin E. H. Smith, The Problem of Animal Generation in Early Modem Philosophy , 81: “In 
spite of the intense effort on the part of the mechanist physiologists to eradicate Aristotelian 
formative virtues from their account of sexual generation, in seeking to explain heredity in terms 
of congenital acquisition alone, something very much like the Aristotelian notion of a formative 
virtue persists under a new guise.” 

21) Cf. Shaftesbury, Characteristics 333. 
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instincts are present at birth, and they are not learned (as Shaftesbury points 
out). Instincts are teachings of Nature. Nevertheless, the faculties performing 
the relevant instinctive bodily (or, for that matter, intellectual) actions still 
have to develop in the course of the normal development of members of a 
species. 

For the sake of completeness, I will point out a fourth species if instinct. In 
the Treatise on Human Nature (1739/40), David Hume distinguishes special¬ 
ized instincts from the “common capacities” of animals, such as the capability 
of learning. When referring to specialized instincts Hume speaks of the “more 
extraordinary instances of sagacity” in animal behaviour and uses the paradig¬ 
matic example, the swallow. 22 As is well-known, Hume calls reason itself an 
instinct. More precisely, he is talking about our causal inferences concerning 
matters of fact. Hume states: “To consider the matter aright, reason is nothing 
but a wonderful and unintelligible instinct in our souls.” 23 Reason is the prod¬ 
uct of experience and habit, and of course neither experience nor habit is 
innate. The disposition to establish causal inference in the course of experience 
and habit, however, is innate. According to Hume, even our belief in external 
objects is “a blind and powerfull instinct of nature”. Nevertheless, this very 
belief has to be learned in the course of experience. Hume and after him 
French sensualists such as Condillac take instincts to be the disposition to be 
trained by experience and habit. Lets call this, rather paradoxically, “aquired 
instincts”. 

These are the four meanings of the notion of “instinct” in early modern 
philosophy. The second and the fourth varieties (“lower instinct” and “aquired 
instinct”) are not very interesting in our context. However, there are impor¬ 
tant similarities between intellectual instinct and specialized instinct. Intel¬ 
lectual instinct is the privilege of the human kind, it is directed at God, eternal 
truths, real beauty, and the good. Specialized instinct is confined to the realm 
of the animal kingdom, and it is directed at the basic needs of life, such as 
food, defence, security, and reproduction. Despite the fact, that these two 
kinds of instinct appear to be rather different, the intellectual instinct seems to 
share some of the characteristic features of the specialized instinct. Both are 
innate and specific to a species . The intellectual instinct is domain-specific , for it 
aims at non-inferential, a priori knowledge. At least in Cherburys view, natu¬ 
ral instinct has a teleologial flavour, because it is ultimately directed at the 
promotion of human beatitude and to be found in all normal and healthy 


22) Treatise 1.3.16, 177. 

23) Ibid. 179. 
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members of our species. Once the intellect or the natural light hits upon an 
eternal truth or an innate idea, “there follows (as Descartes puts it) a great 
propensity in the will to give assent”. 24 The intellectual instinct, however, is 
not to the same degree compelling as the specialized instinct. 

Up to this point, the notion of “instinct” is used to explain the intellectual 
tendencies of human beings to arrive at first principles, the general animal 
tendency of self-preservation, the specialized behavioural sequences of certain 
animals, or the innate capacity to learn certain things or to acquire certain 
habits. But instinct is the unexplained explainer. How is instinct itself to be 
explained? The similarities between intellectual and specialized instinct sug¬ 
gest that there actually is a common explanatory core to the workings of “low” 
and “high” instincts. Therefore, there seems to be room for the suggestion that 
intellectual and specialized instincts may share a common explanatory core. 
What is this common explanatory core according to Cureau de La Chambre? 


4. Cureaus Theory of Animal Specialized Instinct 

As instinct manifests itself most obviously in animal behaviour, and as the 
cognitive activities of the sensitive soul are foreshadowed in the vegetative part 
and refined in the intellectual part, instinct (according to Cureau) should 
firstly be examined in animals. In animals, we can find many manifestations 
of specialized instincts. It seems, therefore, reasonable for Cureau to explore 
this kind of instinct in order to establish an explanatory scheme for the work¬ 
ings of instinctive cognition in general. This is precisely the strategy Cureau 
will follow. 

Like many thinkers in the early modern era, Cureau is commited to Avicen¬ 
nas and Aquinas’s explanation of specialized (or natural) instinct. His theory 
of instinct is best introduced as a continuation and critique of Avicenna and 
Aquinas. 25 Cureaus question is: what do animals do when they are confronted 
with perceivable objects, and interact with these objects in a purposeful way 
without any access to experience and learning? The paradigmatic example Avi¬ 
cenna introduced is the lamb or the sheep fleeing a wolf. How can the lamb 
know, that the wolf is dangerous—say, in contrast to the sheep-dog? Why does 


24) AT VII, 59. 

25) The following passage is indebted to the account given by Dominik Perler, “Intentionality 
and Action. Medieval Discussions on the Cognitive Capacities of Animals”, in Intellect and 
Imagination. Acts oftheXIth International Congress of Medieval Philosophy , ed. M. C. Pacheco and 
J. F. Meirinhos (Turnhout, 2006), 72-98. 
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the lamb react in an appropriate way and runs away from the wolf—for 
instance, in contrast to attacking the wolf? 

For cases such as this, Avicenna distinguishes between two activities. On the 
one hand, the animal apprehends sensible forms when it perceives objects. In 
addition, the animal also apprehends an intention {intentio) , 26 The important 
point is that Avicenna distinguishes between what is apprehended by the 
external senses and the intention which is not received through the external 
senses. The intention is apprehended by the so called “estimative faculty”, one 
of the inner senses. 

In virtue of the estimative faculty, the actions of the non-rational animals 
“have a certain likeness of reason”, as Aquinas puts it 27 , because they seem to 
be engaged in a process of categorization. The lamb categorizes the wolf as 
being dangerous . The lamb flees the wolf “as if its nature were hostile”. The 
lamb sees the wolf and apprehends it as being hostile or dangerous, which 
makes it flee. And it does so by instinct, as Aquinas says: “But as far as the 
intentions just discussed are concerned, there is a difference: other animals 
perceive such intentions solely by some natural instinct [naturali instinctu ], 
whereas human beings perceive them also by a process of comparison.” 28 As 
Avicenna repeatedly stresses, the intention is something in the object and not 
in the perceiver. In his study on Avicenna, Dag Hasse calls this kind of inten¬ 
tion “connotational attribute”. 29 It is an attribute to be found in the sensible 
object itself, not in the perceiving lamb. However, it is connotational because 


26) Avicenna describes this second activity as follows: “An intention is that which the soul appre¬ 
hends with regard to the sensible object, even though the exterior sense has not previously appre¬ 
hended it. For example, a sheep apprehends the intention which it has of the wolf, namely 
that it ought to fear it and to flee from it, even though its sense does not apprehend this in any 
way.” / “intentio autem est id quod apprehendit anima de sensibili, quamvis non prius apprehen- 
dat illud sensus exterior, sicut ovis apprehendit intentionem quam habet de lup, quae scilicet est 
quare debeat eum timere et fugere, quamvis non hoc apprehendat senus ullo modo.” Avicenna 
latinus , Liber de anima seu Sextus de naturalibus 1.5, ed. S. Van Riet (Louvain/Leiden, 1972), 
vol. I, 86 (quoted in Perler, Intentionality and Action). 

27) Thomas, Queastiones disputatae de veritate , q. 24 a. 2 co.: “Bruta autem habent aliquam simil- 
itudinem rationis, in quantum participant quamdam prudentiam naturalem, secundum quod 
natura inferior attingit aliqualiter ad id quod est naturae superioris.” 

28) Thomas, Summa theologiae, I, q. 78 a. 4 co.: “Sed quantum ad intentiones praedicats differ¬ 
entia est, nam alia animalia percipiunt hujusmodi intentiones solum naturali quodam instinctu, 
homo autem etiam per quandam collationem.” 

29) Cf. Dag N. Hasse, Avicennas De Anima in the Latin West. The Formation of a Peripatetic Phi¬ 
losophy of the Soul 1160-1300 (London/ Turin, 2000), 132-134. 
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it is not just another sensible form but something extracted by the estimative 
faculty from the multitude of sensible forms. 

By contrast, in Aquinas’s account it is less clear where the lamb gets the 
extra intention from. Aquinas stresses that the estimative power is directed at 
apprehending intentions that are in no way gathered through the senses. As 
Robert Pasnau points out: “The animal does not learn that wolves are harmful, 
or infer as much from their appearance. That information must simply be 
built into the estimative power.” 30 While Avicenna stresses that the lamb 
extracts information comprised in the sensible forms, Aquinas allows the lamb 
to transcend the sensory data by inbuilt information. This is the route Cureau 
will follow. 

As we have seen, Cureau thinks that cognition is an activity of the faculties 
of the soul. Images, then, are the vehicles these faculties act on and use. For 
Cureau, as I will explain in a moment, the instinct of animals is cognition by 
innate images. As the instinct of animals is always cognition for action (the 
lamb flees the wolf), and as philosophers such as Avicenna and Aquinas con¬ 
sider animal instinct in action only (the lamb is fleeing the wolf), they tend to 
place instinct in the estimative faculty. This is a mistake, or so Crueau argues. 
Why? His argument goes like this. The estimative faculty “decides” whether 
something is good or harmful in order to pursue it or to avoid it. This is the 
function of the estimative faculty, it is a faculty for action. Like every other 
cognitive faculty, the estimative faculty must be informed by images. As soon 
as such a faculty receives certain images, it is active in a certain way, it is in 
action. Now, the images governing instinctive behaviour are present within 
the animal, whether or not the animal’s instinct is in action, because instincts 
are innate. But the images in question cannot just be built into the estimative 
faculty, otherwise the estimative would be in action all the time. 

Where, then, are the images governing instinctive behaviour located? 
Cureau exploits a parallel with perceptual cognition. In the case of perceptual 
cognition, sensible images are stored in memory, where resemblingimzgcs tend 
to unite themselves. And that’s how perceptual cognition works: Sensible 


30) Robert Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature (Cambridge, 2002), 268. Pasnau is using 
the concept of information in his book on Aquinas. The application of a notion of objective 
information content to such theories seems adequate to me. For such a notion see Fred Dretske, 
Information and the Flow of Knowledge (Cambridge/Mass., 1981), John Maynard Smith and 
Eors Szathmary, The Origins of Life (Oxford, 1999). For crititcal discussions see Paul E. 
Griffiths, “Genetic Information: A Metaphor in Search of a Theory”, Philosophy of Science 68 
(2001), 394-412. 
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images are stored in Memory, resembling sensible images are stored together, 
and newly entering resembling sensible images are classified as members of an 
already stored image collection. 

The same goes for the instinct. Imprinted in Memory there is an innate col¬ 
lection of images. The entering sensible images—the sensible features of a wolf 
for example—are collated with the innate image collection, which in turn gets 
activated, or as Cureau repeatedly says: these innate images are “woken up”. 
The imaginative faculty acts on this innate image collection and thereafter the 
estimative faculty sets the animal—the lamb for example—in action. 

This is the essence of Cureaus theory of animal instinct: Instinct is a kind 
of cognition governed by a collection of innate images imprinted in Memory. 
Cureau himself calls these images “Images Connaturelles”. He writes: Instinc¬ 
tive cognitions 

stem from the images mentioned before. They must be innate, because these cognitions are 
useful to the animal from the very beginning of its life. [...]. There is no point in the life- 
history of the lamb where congition of the hostility of the wolf would not be useful. The 
lamb will get a second chance but very rarely. In order to prevent this, the wisdom of God 
has imprinted stable and unchangeable images in the lamb s soul from the beginning of its 
life. The innate images represent things which cannot be cognized through the senses and 
which are nevertheless of absolute necessity for the lamb s preservation or its further ends 
and purposes. 31 


Of course, Cureau is concerned with what I called “specialized instinct”. The 
passage emphasizes the main issues that were mentioned earlier, namely that 
innateness and heredity are not conceptually linked in early modern thinking. 
Cureau s theory can account for three of the five features of specialized instincts. 
Those features are: innateness, determination, and teleological flavour. The 
image collections are innate because God imprinted them; they have a teleo¬ 
logical flavour because they sustain the animals preservation; and they are 
determining because they are “fixe et immuables”. Moreover, the animal has 
no choice, there is no power in the sensitive part, such as free will for instance, 
able to inhibit instinctive behaviour. Now, what about the last and most 


31) Systbne 3.2.4, 129: “... ne peuvent venir que des images dont nous parlons qui doivent nais- 
tre avec les Animaux, parce que ces Connoissances leur sont necessaires des le premier moment 
de leut vie [...]. Car il ny a point de temps oil la Brebis n ait besoin de connoistre la violence du 
Loup; et rarement en peut-elle faire deux fois l’espreuve. La Sagesse Divine a done pourveu a cela 
imprimant dans Tame des Animaux au point de leur naissance, les images fixes et immuables des 
choses qu’ils ne peuvent connoistre par les Sens, et qui sont absolument necessaires k leur con¬ 
servation ou k la fin & laquelle ils sont destinez.” 
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important feature: specialization ? Specialized instincts are domain-specific, 
they are triggered by certain stimuli, and they express themselves in certain 
regular behavioural sequences. We can illustrate Cureau’s account of this fea¬ 
ture by one of his favourite examples, the storage habits of ants. 32 

In autumn ants collect grains, wheat for example. According to the doc¬ 
trines of early modern natural history the following sequence of behaviour 
takes place: ants find some wheat, they take it, they bite off the germ, they 
transport the grain to the ant-hill, and store it inside. What do ants do this for? 
For stockpiling, of course. This is the function of the entire behavioural 
sequence. It goes without saying that ants do not intentionally collect wheat in 
order to prevent starving in winter, nor do they intentionally bite off the germ 
in order to avoid germination. However, they are doing it for exactly this pur¬ 
pose, without actually having this purpose in mind. 

The whole behavioural sequence is triggered by a certain stimulus, i.e. the 
perceptible features of the wheat grain, or a least one of them. The detection 
of the wheat grain is analogous to the perception of the wolf by the lamb. The 
ant forms an “image” of the wheat grain, and this image is combined with 
similar images in the Memory of the ants sensitive soul. According to Cureau, 
the wheat-image in the ants Memory is the first image of an innate collection 
of images. The important point is that the image-collection has a sequential 
structure, it is—as Cureau puts it—structured like a chain. 33 If you pull the 
first link, the others necessarily will follow. The innate wheat-image is linked 
to the germ-image, the germ-image to the anthill-image, and so on. The same 
argument applies to the lamb’s instinctive avoidance behaviour or the swal¬ 
low’s instinctive breeding behaviour. In the first case, the image-collection is 
very simple, in the second it is much more complex. These activities of the 
sensitive soul are cognitive because Imagination has to produce actual images 
according to the innate sequence in Memory. Only these actual images are for 
action , which means that they cause the appropriate animal behaviour. 

Triggered by at least one perceptible feature of the grain of wheat, ants per¬ 
form behavioural sequences according to the instructions of the innate image- 
collection. They act—as Cureau says—like a man, who acts in accordance 
with written instructions, devoided of any knowledge of the purpose of his 
actions. The animal has no need to know the purpose. However, the uniting 
element of the innate image collection is the purpose. As Cureau has it: “celles 


32) Traite, 345; Systbne 3.2.4, 132. 

33) Traite, 345; Systbne 3.2.4, 131. 
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qui se rapportent a une mesme fin sont liees ensemble.” 34 Images that serve the 
same purpose or function are united in a collection. 

The image-collection has a purely sequential structure, however the whole 
chain or structure is significant because of its overall purpose or function. In 
virtue of this innate collection the animal is tuned to certain pieces of percep¬ 
tually received information and to certain behavioural sequences. Specialized 
instincts are explained by innate functionally significant structures that are 
sensitive to certain incoming pieces of information. 

In modern parlance this is a teleosemantic theory of specialized instinct. 
Teleosemantic theories explain the content of internal states or structures partly 
by appealing to functions. The image collections have the function of guiding 
the animals behaviour. In Cureaus theory, the animals behaviour is governed 
by an innate, functionally significant structure, that represents a certain order 
of actions. 35 

Now, how do images represent? Cureau only says this much: Images repre¬ 
sent by a double-relation of resemblance. Again, let s consider the case of per¬ 
ceptual representation. A perceptual image resembles the object it represents 
(first relation) and it resembles the image the animal has stored (second rela¬ 
tion). The Memory-image is the representational type (“le patron”, as Cureau 
calls it), the sense-image it the representational token. Imagination unifies rep¬ 
resentational type and representational token for the purpose of action. Only 
the unified product of the Imagination is the genuine representation (“image”). 
The activity of producing representations is, as we know by now, cognition 
(“connoissance”)—at least in the first step of cognitive activity. There are sev¬ 
eral problems with this sketchy but interesting proposal. The most worrisome 
problem is its obvious circularity. The relation of resemblance is also employed 
in the explanation of the storage of the representational type in memory, but 
of course the elements in stock do not represent each other. Moreover, the 
storage of perceptual information in Memory does not by itself build up a 
representational type. The animal just stores information, but which pieces of 
information have to be connected in order to build up a representational type? 
Well, the obvious answer is: the pieces resembling each other have to be con¬ 
nected. But in order to connect them, the animals Memory already needs 


34) Systeme, 3.2.4, 131. 

35) The variety of teleosemantics I hint at is best captured in Karen Neander, “Dretske’s Innate 
Modesty”, Australasian Journal of Philosophy 74 (1995), 258-274,, and Karen Neander, “Content 
for Cognitive Science”, in Teleosemantics , ed. G. McDonald and D. Papineau (Cambridge, 
2006), 167-194. 
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some sort of representational type. So, resemblance is simply not enough to 
ground the representational relation, and the grounding of this relation is 
threatened by a regress. 

The beauty of Cureaus theory of innate cognition is that it solves the 
regress-problem and adds an additional element to the representational rela¬ 
tion. The regress-problem is solved by the fact, that the image-collection is 
innate. The additional element for genuine representation is given by the 
image-collections function or purpose. Only the images that regulate the 
behaviour of the animal are genuine representations. And this is just the case 
for the innate image-collections. Where does the functionality of the innate 
structure derive from? As we have already seen: from “La Sag esse Divine”. God 
is, so to speak, the structuring or ultimate cause of instinctive behaviour, the 
information from outside is the triggering or proximate cause. The innate col¬ 
lection of images is the structuring cause of the behaviour. 36 

This is Cureau s account of specialized instinct—for the sensitive soul. How¬ 
ever, what are the analogies in the other parts of the soul? In the final section 
of my paper, I will consider the specialized instincts that are located in the 
vegetative soul. 


5. Instinct in the Vegetative Soul 

Because of the astonishingly purposeful behaviour of simple animals, the 
specialized instincts of the sensitive part are more evident than specialized 
instinct in the vegetative part. Activities of higher parts, however, are foreshad¬ 
owed in the lower parts. This is why the explanation of sensitive instinctive 
cognition is a useful analogy for natural instinctive cognition. Let us first ask 
the question what Cureau is trying to explain. What is cognition in the vegeta¬ 
tive soul anyway? As I argued in the first section, cognition refers to the activ¬ 
ity by which living beings acquire and process information from the 
environment or from inside the living being . Cognition, therefore, is also the 
way in which living beings regulate the equilibirum inside their bodies. And it is 
this regulative activity that is instinctive, in other words: governed by innate 
images. 


36) Cureau stresses the point that specialized instinct is not explained by direct reference to the 
Prime Cause , i.e. God. God is only a mediated causal factor. The terminology of structuring and 
triggering cause is Fred Dretskes cf. Fred Dretske, Explaining Behavior. Reasons in a World of 
Causes (Cambridge/Mass., 1988), the terminology of proximate and ultimate cause is Ernst 
Mayrs cf. Ernst Mayr, Toward a New Philosophy ofBiobgy (Cambridge/Mass., 1988), 25-37. 
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Not much interested in plant-behaviour, Cureau points out some examples 
of regulative cognition in humans. 37 First, our body retains good humours and 
expels bad ones; for the sense of touch there is no difference between the point 
of a needle and the sting of a bee, nevertheless our body recognizes a differ¬ 
ence; our stomach judges food to be bad, that our sense of taste does not; in 
sickness our body chooses a certain time for attacking the intruding germs 
that make us sick. In other words: the activities of the immune system, the 
cardiovascular system, the gastrointestinal tract, the endocrine system, or our 
ability for nociception and thermoception are cognitive activities. These activ¬ 
ities are governed by innate image-collections, i.e. governed by innate func¬ 
tionally significant structures. There are several significant differences between 
sensitive specialized instinct and vegetative specialized instinct. 

First of all, the sensitive instinct governs actions of the whole animal, 
whereas the vegetative instinct governs activities in parts and organs of the liv¬ 
ing being. Second, the sensitive instinct is physiologically centralized. The 
internal senses—which are the faculties of the sensitive soul that is relevant 
for instinct—are located in the Central Nervous System, i.e. in the brain. One 
important implication of Cureaus analogy between sensitive and vegetative 
instinct is that the vegetative soul has its own Memory. Now, this Memory is 
not “dans le Cerveau comme est la memoire Sensitive” 38 , it is distributed all 
over the body, or more precisely: the relevant image-collections are located in 
the parts or organs that exhibit the vegetative instinct in question. Cureau 
reminds the reader of the special status the sense of touch has in Aristotele s De 
anima. It is the lowest of the external senses and it is distributed all over the 
skin. In Cureaus view, the sense of touch, therefore, is a link between the 
kinds of cognition to be found in the vegetative soul and the sensitive soul. 
Moreover, Cureau invokes a widely used example, also mentioned by Des¬ 
cartes: the player of the lute has his memory in his fingers. Third, the vegeta¬ 
tive faculty cognizes only very dimly differences in humours, poisons, food, or 
sickness. The eye distinguishes many colours and shapes, the ear discerns 
directions and pitches, and so on. The vegetative soul differentiates between 
“douces et facheuse, bonnes et mauvaises” inputs only. The whole sequence of 
instinctive activities is triggered by just a few images. Vegetative cognition is 
more or less single-cued, discriminatory, built-in cognition. It foreshadows 


37) Systeme 3.1.1, 113 f. For the history of the plant-soul see Hans Werner Ingensiep, Geschichte 
der Pflanzenseele. Philosophische und biobgische Entwurfe von derAntike bis zur Gegenwart (Stutt¬ 
gart, 2001). 

38) Systbne 3.4.7, 147. 
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more sophisticated sensitive cognitive activities by the fact that vegetative cog¬ 
nition is triggered by information from outside the living being, as well. 

Let me sum up by taking up Cureaus general thesis, namely: life is a form 
of thinking. The form of thinking Cureau has in mind is cognition in the 
sense of the activation of significant internal structures to govern behaviour. 
The internal structure in instinctive cognition is an innate functionally sig¬ 
nificant image-collection sensitive to certain incoming pieces of information. 
In the sensitive soul these image collections are centralized in memory (and 
not in the estimative power). In the vegetative soul these image-collections are 
distributed all over the body. Cureaus thinking about the soul takes place in a 
very broad Aristotelian scheme of the soul. However, he uses this scheme as a 
background for developing his own theories, and not to preserve or to develop 
Aristotelianism in the first place. One of the most interesting aspects of 
Cureau s theory of instinct, however, consists in his suggestions for a theory of 
innate representational content. According to Cureau instinctive animal action 
is governed by the teleological structure of innate image-collections. This is 
one of the rare moments an early modern philosopher starts building up an 
explicit theory of representational content. 
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